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TO ALL WHOM IT MAY CONCERN: 

BE IT KNOWN that I, Gustav P. Kuelbs, John A. Kuelbs, Gregory G. 
Kuelbs, and Donald Domzalski have invented new and useful improvements in a 

METHOD OF PRODUCING, SELLING, AND DISTRIBUTING ARTICLES OF 
MANUFACTURE THROUGH THE AUTOMATED AGGREGATION OF ORDERS AND 
THE VISUAL REPRESENTATION OF STANDARDIZED SHIPPING VOLUMES 

of which the following is a specification: 



BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

1 . Claim of Priority: 

This application is a continuation-in-part of the following co-pending 
applications, and claims the benefit of the provisional applications as shown: 
5 (1) U.S. Patent Application Serial No. 09/968,962, filed 2 October 2001, 

entitled "Container Builder," with Gustav P. Kuelbs as the sole inventor; 

(a) which claims the benefit of U.S. Provisional Patent Application 
Serial No. 60/237,157, filed 2 October 2000; and 

(b) which is a continuation-in-part of U.S. Patent Application Serial 
10 No. 09/619,947, filed 20 July 2000, which claims the benefit of U.S. Provisional 

Patent Application Serial No. 60/144,682, Filed 20 July 1999, and U.S. Patent 
M Application Serial No. 60/149,01 1, Filed 13 August 1999. 

iji 2. Field of the Invention: 

i^l5 The present invention relates in general to techniques for producing, selling, and 
ill distributing articles of manufacture which is especially well suited for 
I nonperishable articles but which could find applicability to perishable manufactured 
J J articles as well. The present invention depends upon an automated aggregation of 
rU orders and the visual representation of standardized shipping volumes such as 
containers and pallets. 

I b 

3. Description of the Prior Art: 

At present, the manufacturers of non-perishable goods have obtained enormous 
economic and commercial advantage by having the non-perishable goods 

25 manufactured in remote locations, where economic, legal, regulatory, and labor 
conditions are favorable to manufacturers, resulting in relatively lower costs than can 
be obtained in other production markets. One primary example of this phenomenon is 
the increasing importance of The Peoples Republic of China and other less-developed 
Asian countries for the production of non-perishable consumer goods which are 

30 shipped to, and consumed by, first-world economies such as the United States, 
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Canada, and Western Europe. The strong preference for this remote, third-world 
manufacturing is a primary factor for trade imbalances which exist between the United 
States and China. The consumer in the first world eventually benefits from this 
manufacturing scenario, but the immediate and primary benefit goes to the producers, 
5 distributors, and retailers of the nonperishable goods. As the product choices 
available to the consumer expand, consumers will typically begin viewing particular 
non-perishable goods as commodities. For example, television sets, stereo equipment, 
and computers are in large part viewed by most consumers as commodity items, and 
consumers are accordingly quite price sensitive. This is typically only true after the 
10 novelty of a particular item no longer commands a premium, and as competitive items 
are offered which include the desirable product features and functions. 

O Under this conventional manufacturing, sales, and distribution scenario, the consumer 
in may or may not benefit from the relative advantages of the low cost of manufacturing 
ir jl 5 the nonperishable goods; to the extent that the consumer does benefit, it is usually 
late in the product life, with the greatest consumer advantage typically being obtained 
as newer models or versions of the non-perishable goods are "rolled out" in order to 
replace older versions. In other words, the greatest economic advantage can be 
derived by the consumer by buying the non-perishable articles as they are being 
&0 obsoleted by other products and newer versions of the same product. Many 
W consumers are aware of this fact, and tend to purchase expensive items such as 
automobiles, computers, and the like, at the end of a product's life cycle in order to 
obtain the best commercial terms. 

25 Additionally, under conventional sales and distribution techniques, relatively hefty 
margins are required for the non-perishable articles in order to take into account the 
time value of the capital which is "tied up" in products in the supply chain. 
Additionally, conventional distribution systems require a significant number of product 
units in order to fill a supply chain at all levels including the distribution level and the 

30 retail level. Of course, there is great danger for the manufacturer insofar as it may 
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over-estimate demand and thus over-produce products which results in an "over- 
shoot" condition which generally results in steep discounting toward the end of the 
product life in order to deal with the "remainder" of the products which have not been 
sold. For example, this is a non-trivial aspect of book publishing, wherein remainder 
5 after markets are robust and are noteworthy for the steep (and sometimes below cost) 
discounting which must occur in order to deplete remaining inventory. Conversely, 
should the manufacturer underestimate the product acceptance and/or product 
demand, it generates an "under-shoot" condition, wherein there is not enough product 
to fill the supply chain and demand goes either unmet or is deferred until additional 
10 production runs can refill the supply chain. This is an undesirable condition insofar as 
fickle consumers may lose interest in a product before additional production runs are 
U completed and product delivered to the retail outlets, or competitors may move in to 
'it fill the demand which can not be met for the product. Additionally, it is undesirable 
W insofar as a series of successive production runs is inherently less efficient than a 

in 

-4 5 smaller number of large production runs, which results in an increase in the cost of 

Sf goods sold and typically manifests itself as an increase in price or a reduction in 

^ profits. As a result of these factors and considerations, most manufacturers, 

il wholesalers, and retailers follow a simple pricing plan in which new products are 

:^ introduced at an initial price which is, in some cases, the highest price that will ever 

=:: y 

CSO be charged for the product, and proceed to repeatedly discount the price in order to 
deplete supply. Of course, this approach severely punishes those consumers who are 
"early adopters" or early purchasers of products, and can result in pricing strategies 
which are so aggressive that consumer interest and demand is essentially squelched 
before it can begin. 

25 

Additionally, in conventional commerce, goods that are manufactured off-shore are 
placed in intermodal containers and are transported (by combinations of air, boat, rail, 
and surface transport such as trucks) to warehouses where the containers are broken 
down and products are routed to wholesale distribution centers which further break 
30 down the products and deliver them to retail outlets. Again, in the allocation and 
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distribution of products there can occur serious "over-shoot" and "under-shoot" 
conditions. An over-shoot condition is represented by the relative over supplying of 
products to any particular geographic region or commercial channel of trade. 
Conversely, an under-shoot condition is the disproportionate allocation of products 
which results in insufficient products in any particular geographic region or channel of 
trade. These distributions over-shoot and under-shoot scenarios are expensive to 
remedy since they require the repackaging and reshipping of product to different 
geographic locations or different channels of trade. Frequently, there are ancillary 
paperwork and accounting actions which must be performed in parallel with the 
decision making and transfer process. Of course, sales may be lost and consumers 
may be frustrated during such reallocation or reshuffling operations, or better 
organized and/or agile competitors may move in to fill the demand. 



SUMMARY OF THE PRESENT INVENTION 

It is one objective of the present invention to allow the consumers of articles of 
manufacture to directly, immediately, and personally enjoy the commercial 
advantages derived from the manufacture of such articles in remote locations 
5 which have favorable manufacturing conditions. 

It is another objective of the present invention to provide a method of manufacturing, 
selling, and distributing products which financially rewards early adopters or early 
buyers of products with the lowest price, and which provides a disincentive to the 
10 later adopters or purchasers with a price which increases generally as the risk and/or 
cost increases to the manufacturer. In other words, those customers that commit 
prior to production or early in the production cycle will receive the best price because 
S the manufacturer has accepted less risk and incurred less cost. The early adopters or 
P purchasers are, in effect, sharing risk with the manufacturer. In contrast, the later 
iff 5 adopters or purchasers are charged a higher price because the manufacturer has 
=1 experienced an increasing amount of risk and committed capital as the products are 
!■* designed, manufactured, packaged, transported, delivered to warehouses, and further 
C3 distributed through wholesale or retail channels of commerce. The present invention 
It is well suited for the sale of goods to the end users (a business-to-consumer 
l£0 application) and to resellers (a business-to-business application). In the case of 
?! business-to-consumer sales, the approach of the present invention is diametrically 
opposed to current conventional methods of production, sales, and distribution of 
products. In a business-to-business application, the present invention enables small 
and mid-size buyers (defined as buyers of quantities of goods that are less than a 
25 production minimum) to directly drive make/not make production decisions at the 
manufacturing point. The enhancement organizes and enables small buyers to 
collectively exercise demand response at the pre-production and production stages, 
far earlier and with less intermediation than possible previously, resulting in economic 
advantage to the buyers. 

30 
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Viewed in economic terms the present invention can be characterized in basic 
economic concepts. Conventionally, fixed costs are usually amortized over a 
number of items produced (or sold), which results in a price reduction as volumes 
increase and fixed costs are increasingly recovered. In perfectly competitive 
5 markets, the movement of commodity price theoretically and in practice generally 
moves down the average unit cost curve to price equilibrium (i.e., the lowest price 
for the consumer that is sustainable by the manufacturer) at the marginal unit 
cost. The present invention recognizes and rewards the qualitative difference (in 
terms of risk deferral) at an individual buyer level of "early adopters (or 
10 demanders)" in their enabling a manufacturer (or 'Inventory risk taker") to enter 
the market in the first place. 

12 ' n the preferred, but not exclusive, implementation of the present invention, the 
u product price increases at the key points in the life-cycle of the product. For 

lf|5 example, certain natural milestones ir> a product development can correspond to 

■~. ~ 

an upward step increase in price, and some exemplary milestones include: product 
I* design, pre-production, production, container-loading, in-transit, in-warehouse, in- 
h distribution, and in-stock. 

l%0 It is another objective of the present invention to provide a method whereby 
Q "markets" for a given commodity or article can be made at key (risk) points in the life- 
cycle of a commodity (i.e., from drawing board, to pre-production, to producing, to 
"in-transit" status, to available for sale). The formation of the "market" at each point 
requires an electronically-enabled means of aggregating qualified buyers, identification 
25 and qualification of a manufactured product or manufacturers willing to guarantee 
manufacture, and the electronic, simultaneous mass presentation of certain 
information (e.g., product specifications, delivery date, terms and quantities) which 
varies from stage to stage, to all buyer participants. 

30 It is another objective of this invention to reduce the risk of loss to the 
manufacturer through rewards to early adopters or early purchasers, to minimize 
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production over-shoots and production under-shoots, and to minimize distribution 
over-shoots or distribution under-shoots. Furthermore, it allows a producer or 
manufacturer to utilize the capital (from prepayments) of its customers in order to 
finance the design, mass production, packaging, shipping, routing, and delivery of 
5 the goods. 

It is another objective of the present invention to provide a method of packaging 
and delivering goods which reduces significantly shipping and handling costs by 
allowing the manufacturer to take responsibility for certain packaging, labeling, 
10 sorting, and container packaging decisions, which collectively allow the 
manufacturer to perform many steps or tasks which were previously performed by 
u delivery companies in the geographic location of the consumers of the 
y nonperishable goods. As a consequence, producers will be able to negotiate the 
if! lowest possible shipping and handling charges with commercial shippers and 
rfjl 5 delivery services such as FedEx, UPS, USPS, and the like. 
Ifi 

In alternative embodiments, the present invention may be utilized for the selling 
O and distribution of commodities and perishable processed goods or perishable 
m articles of manufacture. 

ru 
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DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

Figure 1 is a simplified pictorial representation of relatively separated geographic 
regions for the production of commodities, nonperishable goods, or articles of 
manufacture and for the consumption of such goods. 

Figure 2 is a simplified block diagram representation of an exemplary producer 
data processing system and an exemplary marketing interface which may be 
accessed by consumers in order to evaluate and/or consummate transactions. 

Figure 3A is a simplified graphical representation of various phases of production, 
risk breakpoints, producer investment (or risk) and the advantageous supply chain 
pricing which may be accomplished utilizing the present invention, all with respect 
to a common time axis. 

Figure 3B is a graphical representation of the conventional prior art approach, and 
provides a graphical contrast with the approach of Figure 3A. 

Figure 4 is a highly symbolic representation of the manufacture of a variety of 
nonperishable goods or articles of manufacture at a variety of remote 
manufacturing locations. 

Figure 5 is a block diagram representation of a shipping management model which 
is utilized in order to determine container assignment for particular goods. 

Figure 6 is a block diagram representation of the interrelationship between 
shipping actions which are performed by and/or controlled by a producer and the 
activities performed by and/or controlled by a destination shipper in the region in 
which the commodities, nonperishable goods, or articles of manufacture are to be 
delivered. 

Figure 7 is a graphic and pictorial representation of the utilization of producer- 
controlled "containerization" of commodities, nonperishable goods, or articles of 



manufacture and the utilization of transfer stations to increase distribution and 
shipping efficiencies and thus to reduce costs. 

Figures 8A is a simple graphical representation of the changes in price with 
respect to time in accordance with the preferred embodiment of the present 
invention as contrasted with the prior art of Figure 8B. 

Figure 9 is a high level flowchart representation of steps utilized in order to 
accomplish the preferred embodiment of the present invention. 

Figure 10 is a graphical representation of utilization of the present invention to 
alter product choices and options once production has begun. 

Figure 1 1 is a pictorial representation of an exemplary graphical user interface 
screen utilized to present customers with purchase options in accordance with the 
preferred embodiment of the present invention. 

Figures 1 2 and 13 depict alternative methods of price modeling in accordance with 
the preferred embodiment of the present invention. 

Figure 14 is representative of an exemplary graphical user interface utilized in 
order to establish potential demand for a proposed product in accordance with the 
preferred embodiment of the present invention. 

Figure 1 5 is a diagram of product and information flow for a business exchange 
operated in accordance with one embodiment of the present invention. 

Figures 16A and 16B are exemplary Internet graphical user interfaces in 
accordance with one embodiment of the present invention. 

Figures 17A, 17B and 17C are exemplary Internet graphical user interfaces in 
accordance with another embodiment of the present invention, presenting an array 
of different products. 

10 



Figures 18A through 18F are graphical representations of the numerous 
advantages which are obtained through implementation of the present invention. 



5 Figure 19 depicts the container builder feature of the present invention. 

Figure 20 is a flowchart representation of software modules which enable an 
Internet site in accordance with the present invention. 

10 Figures 21 through 25 are flowchart representations of a container/pallet builder 
program in accordance with one embodiment of the present invention. 

* Figure 26 is an exemplary buyer's portal in accordance with one embodiment of 
i the present invention. 



Figure 27 is an exemplar Internet page of a catalog in accordance with one 
embodiment of the present invention. 



Figure 28 is an exemplary product data sheet in accordance with one embodiment 



Figure 29 is an exemplary Internet page which specifies one exemplary product in 
accordance with one embodiment of the present invention. 

25 Figure 30 is a depiction of a Web page which is utilized to receive offer 
information from a particular factory. 

Figures 31 A through 31 D depict various examples of the container/pallet builder 
feature of the present invention. 





of the present invention. 
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Figure 32A through 32C depict a request for quotation feature in accordance with 
one embodiment of the present invention. 

Figures 33A and 33B depict a showroom feature in accordance with one 
embodiment of the present invention. 

Figures 34A through 34E depict the aggregation and presentation of information in 
accordance with the preferred embodiment of the present invention. 

Figures 35A through 35D is an exemplary questionnaire for potential 
manufacturers. 

Figures 36A through 36F are exemplary listings of offered products for a particular 
exemplary manufacturer. 
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 

Figure 1 is a simplified and symbolic representation of the manufacture, 

transportation, and delivery of nonperishable goods, processed commodities, or 
articles of manufacture between production sites and consumption sites. More 
5 specifically, earth 11 includes a number of production locations 13, 15, 17 which 
have local economic, legal, regulatory, and other conditions which are favorable for 
the mass production of nonperishable consumer goods. More particularly, 
nonperishable goods may be manufactured on a large scale at a relatively low cost per 
item. A plurality of relatively remote consumption locations 21, 23 are also provided 
10 which are relatively good markets for the sale of such nonperishable consumer goods. 
For example, consumption locations 21, 23 may comprise North America and 
Western Europe. A plurality of relatively well established export/import transport 
M pathways 25, 27, 29, 31 and 33 are provided between the production locations 13, 

Q 15, 17, and the consumption locations 21, 23. The export/import transport path 

in 

^15 typically comprises an intermodal transport path in which goods are packed into a 
H standard shipping container and transported by sea, air, rail, or ground transport, or 
u combinations of those transport methodologies. It is one objective of the preset 
% invention to allow consumers located in consumption locations 21, 23 to personally, 
f* . directly, and immediately realize the commercial advantages which have heretofore 
^520 been realized principally by the producer of goods, provided that the consumers of 
J;3 consumption locations 21 , 23 make concrete and early financial commitments to the 

producer or manufacturer which are financially advantageous for the producer or 

manufacturer. 

25 Figure 2 is a block diagram representation of the producer data processing system 
65, alternative and potential marketing interfaces 53, and consumers 51. As is 
shown, the producer data processing system 65 includes a producer data 
processing system graphical user interface 67. Additionally, the producer data 
processing system 65 includes a demand research model 69 which is utilized in 

30 order to determine potential consumer demand for particular proposed 
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nonperishable consumer goods, prior to pre-production activities. Preferably, but 
not necessarily, an affinity reward system 75 is coupled to the demand research 
model 69. The demand research model is an attractive but nonessential portion of 
the present invention since goods can be offered for sale with little or no research, 
5 especially if the goods are conventional in nature. The same is true for the 
affinity reward system. When present, both the demand research model 69 and 
the affinity reward system 75 are embodied in executable data processing 
instructions, and are preferably modular in construction. 

10 The producer data processing system graphical user interface 67 preferably comprises 
a series of cascading graphical user interface screens, coded in HTML or XML as is 
conventional, which present customers 51 with a series of instructions, options, and 
S requests for information. It is through the aggregated and collective interaction by 

0 consumers 51 with the graphical user interface screens that producer determines 

m 

[f|15 what particular proposed products are likely to be well received by consumers 51. 
^ Additionally, it is through use of the cascading graphical user interface screens that 
consumers 51 interact with the modular price and risk model 71 which is preferably 
U embodied in a series of executable data processing instructions, and which provide a 
K mathematical and predetermined frame work for fixing the price of one or many 
|y20 nonperishable consumer goods, in accordance with the particular timing of the 
rjj customer purchase of a particular product. In general, earlier customer commitments 
will result in lower product prices, while later customer commitments will result in 
higher product prices. In this manner, customers that are "early adopters" or early 
buyers and make financial commitments to purchase products early in the production 
25 cycle will receive the best possible price, and thus will realize the considerable 
economic advantages of the remote manufacture of the goods. Conversely, those 
customers which make financial commitments to purchase particular products late in 
the production cycle will receive a relatively higher price which reflects the amount of 
risk and the costs which has been absorbed or incurred by the producer up to that 
30 point in time. A model typically is constructed based upon the timing and relative 
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increases in risk over time as a product is proposed, placed in pre-production, mass 
produced, packaged, shipped, and delivered. If a customer makes a financial 
commitment early in the supply chain cycle of a particular product, he or she will 
receive the best possible price. 

5 

Viewed in economic terms the present invention can be characterized in basic 
economic concepts. Conventionally, fixed costs are usually amortized over a number 
of items produced (or sold), which results in a price reduction as volumes increase 
and fixed costs are increasingly recovered. In perfectly competitive markets, the 
1 0 movement of commodity price theoretically and in practice generally moves down the 
average unit cost curve to price equilibrium (i.e., the lowest price for the consumer 
that is sustainable by the manufacturer) at the marginal unit cost. The present 
invention recognizes and rewards the qualitative difference (in terms of risk deferral) at 
an individual buyer level of "early adopters (or demanders)" in their enabling a 
\h 5 manufacturer (or "inventory risk taker") to enter the market in the first place, without 
'"4 the participation of intermediary resellers in the supply chain t 

in 

1 In the preferred implementation of the present invention, the price increases at the 

f 3 key points in the life-cycle of a product. For example, certain natural milestones in 
flJ20 a product development can correspond to an upward step increase in price, and 
jjj some exemplary milestones include: product design, pre-production, production, 
container-loading, in-transit, in-warehouse, in-distribution, and in-store. 



It is another objective of the present invention to provide a method whereby 
25 "markets" for a given commodity or article can be made at key (risk) points in the 
life-cycle of a commodity (i.e., from drawing board, to pre-production, to 
producing, to "in-transit" status, to available for sale). The formation of the 
"market" at each point requires an electronically-enabled means of aggregating 
qualified buyers, identification and qualification of a manufactured product or 
30 manufacturer willing to guarantee manufacture, and the electronic, simultaneous 
mass presentation of certain information (e.g., product specifications, delivery 
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date, terms and quantities) which varies from stage to stage, to all buyer 
participants. 

As is depicted in Figure 2, and in accordance with the preferred embodiment of 
5 the present invention, the interaction between the producer data processing 
system 65 and consumers 51 is conducted in a semi automated fashion. This is 
important because it reduces the overall transaction costs associated with the 
interaction between a plurality of consumers 51 and the producer's data 
processing system 65 which may present one or many particular products. In the 
10 event that a producer is offering thousands or tens of thousands of products, the 
transaction costs associated with the soliciting, receiving, and recording of 
financial commitments can be considerable. It is through the utilization of 
£ computer-executable instructions that such a complex interaction of aggregated 
cl point-to-point communication between consumers and producers is made 
fll5 commercially feasible. A plurality of alternative marketing interfaces are depicted 
% i in block diagram form in Figure 2. These include a local area network 63 which 
U may require dial-up by consumers 51 in order to gain access to producer data 
L processing system 65. The utilization of local area network 63 may also require 
t A the consumers 51 to utilize pass words which are assigned to them. An 
l320 alternative marketing interface 53 is utilization of the Internet 61 in order to 

£ Sis 

It communicate in an electronically moderated fashion with the producer of data 
processing system 65. An alternative system would comprise a cable system 59 
with a set-top box. As telecommunication functions are being shifted from land 
lines over to coaxial cable systems, it is likely that significant commercial 

25 interaction between consumers and sellers of goods will occur utilizing interactive 
television with a cable connection. One particular embodiment of an intelligent 
television system is the utilization of Web TV 57 as an interface between 
consumers 51 and producer data processing system 65. "Web TV" is a set-top 
box which allows for simultaneous access to television program and the Internet in 

30 order to allow each media to supplement the other. 
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Figures 3A and 3B are contrasting graphical representations of the preferred 
implementation of the present invention and the conventional implementation of 
the prior art. Figure 3A is representative of the present invention, while Figure 3B 
5 is representative of the prior art. A plurality of graphs are depicted which 
represent time, production phases, risk, producer investment, and pricing. With 
reference first to Figure 3A, at time t1 the producer is utilizing the demand 
research model 69 of Figure 2 in order to determine potential demand for a 
proposed product. In many instances, the proposed product has been produced 
10 before and the "offer" relates to a proposed production run. In other instances, 
the offering may constitute the creation of a actual or "virtual" prototype of the 
product product specification, and preliminary price data. At this point in time, 
IZ the producers risk is low or de minimus, and its investment is relatively modest, 
O consisting of the pictorial, graphical, and other information necessary to present 
Iffl 5 proposed products, without having actually produced the products. In accordance 
H | with the preferred embodiment of the preset invention, potential customers are 
i & encouraged to express their level of interest in the proposed product and rewarded 
q through the related affinity reward system 75 of Figure 2. 

^20 As the producer moves from demand evaluation to pre-production activity, in time 
Q interval t2, the producer begins making concrete financial commitments to the product 
which are illustrated as an increase in the producer investment in the view of Figure 
3A. Such producer investment includes the cost of engineering, testing, 
manufacturing molds or other equipment utilized for mass production, and similar 
25 capital investment. During the end-production phase of time interval t3 additional 
considerable producer investments are made in the product. These include the costs 
of acquiring parts, raw materials, and the like, as well as the costs of engaging one or 
more factories to tool-up for mass production operations, and any corresponding 
financial commitments which are required by the manufacturer. During the fourth 
30 phase, a product which has been produced and placed in containers for transport from 
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a producing location to a consuming location. Transport typically includes intermodal 
transport by land, sea, air, or rail. The producers investment further increases during 
this phase of time interval t4. The cost items include the cost of transportation and 
insurance. In the time interval of t5, product is placed in a destination warehouse for 
5 further distribution to retail outlets. Again, another risk threshold is crossed and the 
producer makes additional investments in the product, principally in the form of the 
time value of capital tied up in inventory in the warehouses and distribution channels. 

For each one of phase I through V, the producer has an increasing capital 
10 investment in the product. It is one objective of the present invention to have a 
price model which generates a price for each unit of product which increases in 
general correspondence with the increased investment, and corresponding risk 

^ that the producer has in the particular product. This is depicted in the fifth graph 

Q of Figure 3A. 

'05 As is shown, during Phase I, the customer is allowed to purchase the product at 
the lowest possible price. This corresponds to the producer's investment in the 
product which is essentially de minimus at this point. During Phase II, once pre- 
production activities have commenced, the producer has an increasing investment 
in the product, so the price which is generated by the price model for the 
ijj20 customer increases in general correspondence thereto. As one can see from the 
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iH graphs of Figure 3A, a customer that makes a commitment during Phase I obtains 

i y 

a better price than a customer that makes a commitment during Phase II. During 
Phase III, the producer's investment in the product (and corresponding risk) further 
increases, and so does the price which is generated by the price model and which 

25 is made available to the customer. As the goods are loaded into containers for 
intermodal transport, during Phase IV, the customer may obtain the product at a 
still higher price, which also generally corresponds to an increase in the producer's 
investment in the product. During Phase V, when the product has been received 
at a destination warehouse, the producer's investment (and corresponding risks) is 

30 still higher, so the price model of the present invention generates a price which 
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generally corresponds to this increased investment. Figure 3A provides a 
simplified, but graphically, representation of a significant advantage accomplished 
utilizing the present invention, which is to have a better correspondence between 
the price charged to the end customer and the actual investment, cost, or risk 
5 incurred by the producer. This can be better understood by contrasting the graphs 
of Figure 3A with the graphs of Figure 3B, which depict in more conventional 
pricing strategy. 

As is shown in Figure 3B, six graphs are shown which represent time, phases of 
10 production, risk to the producer, the producer investment, and conventional 
pricing. As is shown in Figure 3B, it is not conventional to price products to the 
consumer for the pre-production activities of Phase I or the production activities of 
Phase II, so there is no pricing data generally available at this point. However, the 
producer is experiencing real risks and costs as it moves into pre-production, and 



simplified form as a generally increasing amount. It is only during Phase III 
(distribution and wholesale) that price is typically announced or made available. At 
this phase small retailers are not often actively involved principally because 
wholesale distribution typically requires the purchase of large volumes, and small 



|y20 retailers simply lack the financial strength to make such purchases, and, in fact, 
;f, small retailers simply could not sell volumes sufficient to justify such large 
purchases. The net effect is that small retailers are effectively locked out of the 
wholesale level. This is represented graphically in the six graphs of Figure 3B. 

25 As is conventional, the wholesale price is a fractional component of the 
suggested, recommended, or mandated retail price. In many industries retail prices 
are 100 to 200% of wholesale prices. As is shown, in Phase III, when wholesale 
distribution begins, a price is associated with the product, but the price is not 
generally made available to, or known by, the end user. As the product moves 

30 from wholesale distribution of Phase III to retail distribution of Phase IV, the price 




from pre-production to production. The producer investment is depicted in 



typically increases in a step-function fashion in order to allow the retailer a fair 
profit margin. During Phase V, the producer is now able to determine customer 
acceptance of the product. Additionally, competitive products may be available 
substantially simultaneously. Figure 3B depicts a situation in which customer 
acceptance for the new product is not robust, and in which competitive products 
are available. Typically, this results in a declining price over the duration of Phase 
V, and into Phase VI which is representative of the returns and remainder after- 
market. During the remainder after-market activity of Phase VI, the price may be 
cut substantially, and in fact may be cut below the actual costs of goods sold. 

Heretofore, the preset invention has been described with respect to a single 
product. In fact, the preferred embodiment contemplates simultaneously applying 
the present invention to a wide array of products. In fact, the present invention is 
especially well suited for selling a wide array of unrelated nonperishable consumer 
goods or articles of manufacture. Additionally, the present invention has 
applicability to the sale of produced or processed perishable goods. For example, 
processed foods or drinks may be sold utilizing the present invention, especially if 
the customer is a small business. For example, butter or soft drinks can be 
presold before production begins to small grocery stores and grocery store chains. 

Figure 4 depicts the sale of an array of goods. As is shown, a number of separate 
manufacturing locations exist, including manufacturing location 1, manufacturing 
location 2, and manufacturing location N. Each manufacturing location represents 
a general geographic location in which a plurality of plants or factories are utilized 
to produce a plurality of disparate, unrelated nonperishable consumer products. 
For example, at manufacturing location 1 , item 1 from factory 1 is a bicycle, while 
item 2 from factory 2 is a LCD display, and item 3 from factory 3 is a tennis 
racket. Factories 1 , 2, and 3 are generally located proximate to one another, the 
packaging and shipping operations be consolidated and coordinated in a manner as 
will be described below. Manufacturing location 2 is located remotely from 
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manufacturing location 1 . It includes factory 4 which produces item 4 which is a 
television and item N from factory N. These factories are physically proximately 
located justifying a consolidation and coordination of packing and shipping 
operations. The same is true for factory location N which manufactures item A at 
5 factory A, item B at factory B, and item C at factory C. This factory N location is 
geographically remote from the other factories, but the proximity of factories A, B, 
and C justify consolidation and coordination of packing and shipping operations. 

In accordance with the preferred embodiment of the present invention, the 
10 shipping management model 73 of Figure 2 is utilized to intelligently and 

dynamically coordinate the packing and shipping of unrelated nonperishable 

consumer goods. This is depicted in block diagram form in Figure 5. As is shown, 
J* shipping management model 73 receives as an input order data 81 which may 
C3 comprise product identity number and product option information, production data 
jjfl5 83 which may comprise expected completion dates for particular productions runs, 
^ the size of the production run, and the like, shipping destination data which may 

comprise very specific address and other information for the particular consumer 
f<? placing a particular order, or it alternatively may comprise detailed information 
l & s about a shipping destination which is a third party facilitator (such as "Mail Boxes 
Ul20 Etc." or other similar commercial shipping centers), and container data 87 which 
If, may comprise the number, size and current load condition of a plurality of 

containers which are available presently or which may be available at future dates 

for the coordinated shipping effort. 

25 The order data 81, production data 83, shipping destination data 85, and 
container data 87 is passed into shipping management model 73 in order to 
generate container assignment data 89 which is utilized to fill intermodal shipping 
containers with the unrelated and disparate nonperishable consumer goods from a 
number of (perhaps unrelated) factories all located in a particular manufacturing 

30 location. The shipping management model 73 is especially useful in efficiently and 
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fully filling each container. This is critical, since the disparate and unrelated 
nonperishable consumer goods are of different sizes. For example, item 1 of 
factory 1 is a bicycle which requires a rather large box, while item 2 from factory 

2 is an LCD display which is relatively small in comparison. Additionally, item 3 
5 from factory 3 is a tennis racket which requires still different packaging. Each of 

the products also have particular shipping requirements, due to their fragile or 
durable nature. Shipping management model 73 takes all this information into 
account in order data 81 and matches it against the current status of a particular 
container which is manifest in container data 87. For example, a plurality of 
10 containers may be available for the next shipment, with each container having 
varying degrees of available space. The particular volume of the packaging 
associated with items 1, 2, and 3 should be taken into account in order to 
optimally fill the containers in a timely manner without presenting any unnecessary 
risk of harm to any of the items carried in the particular container. 

015 

C3 It is a further requirement of the preset invention that the available containers be 

in 

I* dedicated to particular geographic shipping destination regions. In other words, 
^ the shipping containers should be utilized to pre-group a plurality of packages 
M which are generally destined for a generally similar geographic location. The 
f^20 advantages of this approach will be clear in the description which follows below, 
j;* Production data 83 is utilized to ensure that the various product schedules and 
Ly availability dates for the various items which are available for loading in 
=jj manufacturing location 1 do not unnecessarily delay product delivery. For 
example, one would not want to unnecessarily delay the delivery of LCD displays 
25 of item 2 from factory 2 because of production delays for the tennis racket of item 

3 from factory 3. Accordingly, a greater number of bicycles of item 1, factory 1 
may be loaded preferentially in order to prepare one or more containers for timely 
departure from the docks. 
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In the preferred embodiment of the present invention, the producer and third 
parties under the control and direction of the producer take responsibility for 
particular shipping actions or activities which have heretofore been left to 
commercial shippers. This presents a form of "prepackaging, presorting, and 
5 prelocating" which has not heretofore been done in the prior art. This is depicted 
in block diagram form in Figure 6. As is shown, a plurality of shipping actions are 
under the control of the producer include packaging step 91, labeling step 93, 
sorting step 95, "containerizing" step 97 and the determination of shipping 
segments 1 through N (which will be described in detail below). Collectively, 
10 these producer-controlled shipping actions represent a form of shipment override 
101 which is superimposed upon the ordinary packing, labeling, containerizing, 
and shipping actions of third-party commercial shippers in the geographic region of 
the destination of the nonperishable consumer goods. As is shown, the actions of 
M a destination shipper are depicted in simplified form as steps 1, 2, 3, N, and 
f 51 5 delivery to customer. The aggressive and proactive shipping actions taken by the 
W producer eliminate, reduce, simplify, or entirely preempt actions which are 
Hi conventionally taken by the destination shipper. This should present a commercial 
^ advantage when utilized properly which will manifest itself in the form of shipping 
discounts. Commercial shippers such as FedEX, UPS, USPS, and the like will likely 
M:20 enter into contracts which provide preferential shipping rates for items which are 
;~j prepackaged, labeled, sorted, containerized, and organized by region. 

^ The savings which can be achieved can be better understood with reference to 
Figure 7 which is a simplified block diagram and graphical representation of the 

25 improved shipping and delivery method of the present invention. As is shown, 
shipping containers are organized in "waves" which depart from foreign 
manufacturing site and are destined for one or more locals which contain 
numerous consumers or purchasers of the nonperishable goods. Figure 7 depicts 
wave 1, wave 2, and wave N. Each wave is carried on a separate boat, aircraft, 

30 rail system, or truck system. Wave 1 will arrive prior to wave 2. Likewise, wave 
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2 will arrive prior to wave N. Each container contains a plurality of disparate and 
otherwise unrelated items. In the previous figures groupings of bicycles, LCD 
displays, and tennis rackets were utilized in an example of this type of grouping. 
Each container is filled as completely as possible in order to maximize the use of 
5 the container space. Waves 1 , 2, and N depart in separate intermodal shipments 
from manufacturing locations 1, 2, and N. They are destined for receipt at one or 
more "transfer stations." Transfer stations are stations which are especially 
configured to receive and process prepackaged nonperishable articles grouped in 
waves of shipping containers. The transfer stations may be centralized or 
10 regionalized in their location. In the view of Figure 7, a single transfer station is 
depicted; although, in alternative embodiments, multiple transfer stations may be 
utilized. The transfer stations are utilized to further simplify the distribution of 
Q goods and route them to the general regions for delivery to the customers. The 
In actual delivery to the customer or to a third party commercial intermediary (such 
jRl5 as Mail Boxes Etc.) may be performed by a commercial shipper such as FedEx or 
Iff UPS. These services should be obtained at a substantial discount due the 
prepackaging, presorting, and regional grouping of the containers. 

J* Figure 9 is a high level and relatively simplified flowchart overview of the improved 
W20 manufacturing, sales, and distribution system in accordance with the preferred 
embodiment of the preset invention. The process begins at block 201. In 
accordance with block 203, a product is selected. In accordance with step 205, 
the producer or its agent establishes or determines a price/risk model which is 
associated with the product. This should be an economic model which most 
25 accurately models this particular product or product type. The goal is to provide 
an accurate measure of the investment/risk that the producer has or will have in a 
particular product. It must be accurate enough so that sales and other commercial 
commitments can be made based upon the model, and it must include adequate 
profit for all involved. In accordance with step 207, the producer establishes a 
30 product production sales schedule which uses start and delivery dates. In 
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accordance with step 209, the producer offers, over an electronically moderated 
communication channel, the product for sale. In accordance with step 211, a 
plurality of customers contact the data processing system which is utilized to offer 
the products and consummated the plurality of sales. 
5 In accordance with block 217, the producer determines run sizes based upon the 
existing or anticipated commitments. In accordance with step 219, the producer 
determines the total number of production runs which are to be made. In 
accordance with block 221, producer begins production of the products. This 
process is repeated until all production runs have been completed. In accordance 
10 with step 223, the producer sorts and prepacks the already sold products. The 
producer may also sort and pack products which are not yet sold but which will be 
either sold in transit or will be sold after delivery to conventional wholesale or 
retail channels of trade. In other words, a container may be composed of a certain 
C3 number of items which are "presold" and which have specific end users identified 
ipb therewith, and specific destinations of delivery. Also, the container may include a 
great number of packaged but not sold items, which have no specific end 
Iff destination, but will be either sold in transit or sold in the conventional manner 
through wholesale and/or resale distribution channels if not sold prior to that time. 
0 In accordance with step 225, the sorted and packed items are "containerized" in 
ry20 order to maximize the utilization of containers. In accordance with step 227, the 
;i products are shipped (preferably in waves of shipments as discussed above). In 
fU accordance with step 229, the products are received at a transfer station or a 
plurality of transfer stations. At that point, the product may either be routed to 
retail channels 235 (first passing through wholesale channels), delivered directly to 
25 the consumer in accordance with step 231, or delivered to the consumer through 
an intermediary in accordance with step 233 (utilizing an intermediary such as the 
post office or Mail Boxes Etc.). 

Several "do while" loops are established which iteratively operate throughout the 
30 entire process. The first "do while" loop is represented by block 249. In 
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accordance with this step, the product is only one of a relatively large number of 
products. In accordance with teachings of the present invention, the producer 
should dynamically adjust the product mixture based upon product interest or 
actual product sales. In fact, a relatively large "catalog" of products may be 
5 maintained. 

The next "do while" operation is represented by block 247. In accordance with 
this block, the product offering is dynamically adjusted. By this we mean the 
particulars of the product such as size, color, or other user-selectable attributes 
10 may be dynamically adjusted during the manufacturing process in direct or indirect 
response to customer interest in the product, preferably as manifest by advanced 
purchases of the product. For example, should the data reveal that blue polo 
shirts are in greater demand than red polo shirts, the manufacturing process can 
be adjusted dynamically so that successive product runs are utilized to generate a 
Iffl5 greater number of products which are in high demand and a lesser number of 
products which are in low demand. The next "do while" operation is represented 
by blocks 241, 243, and 245. These represent the dynamic adjustment of price 
per model in accordance with block 241, the dynamic adjustment of production 
decisions in accordance with block 243, and the dynamic adjustment of 
W20 containerizing operations in accordance with block 245. One fundamental 
ffj attribute of the preset invention is that the price will generally match the amount 
of investment and/or risk that the producer is experiencing at a particular time a 
sale is consummated and it will include an adequate profit for those involved. This 
has previously been discussed with reference to exemplary graphs which attempt 
25 to represent conceptually the increase or decrease in price, risk, and investment. 
Additionally, production decisions may be adjusted dynamically in response to 
weak or strong demand for particular products or product types. Finally, in 
accordance with block 245, the presorting, prepacking, and containerization 
operations can be adjusted automatically to take into account a variety of factors 
30 including changes in production schedules, changes in actual sales, and changes 
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in consumer demand. These processes are iteratively performed in order to 
dynamically adjust the manufacturing, selling, and distribution process. The 
process may be discontinued in accordance with block 215 and ended in 
accordance with block 237. 

5 

Some advantages associated with the preferred embodiment of the preset 
invention are graphically depicted in Figures 8A, 8B, and 10. Figure 8B is 
representative of the advantage obtained with the present invention which allows 
price to be increased as the interval one must wait for delivery decreases. In other 
10 words, more patient customers, who make early financial commitments, receive 
the lowest price. Customers that are reluctant to make financial commitments 
early in the production process, or who require more immediate delivery, are 
charged a higher price accordingly. This stands in contrast with the prior art 
which is represented graphically in Figure 8B, in which price is relatively invariate 
*15 with respect to delivery time. In other words, in conventional production, sales, 
5 and delivery scenarios, there is little advantage or disadvantage afforded to a 
customers willingness or unwillingness to wait for particular time intervals to pass 
before receipt of a product. This is true because the prior art does not allow the 
consumer to interact with the producer/seller in the early stages of the production 
* fc 20 cycle. Figure 10 is a graphical representation of the ability to change product 
Mr features based on sales data developed from earlier production runs. 

ru 

iu 

0 Figure 1 1 is a pictorial representation of an exemplary graphical user interface 
^ screen 301 which is utilized to present to customers a particular nonperishable 
25 good for sale. In the view of Figure 11, a tennis racket is depicted in graphical 
user interface 301. Preferably, a digital image 301 is provided of the product. 
Additionally, a brief specification 305 is also provided. Additionally, information is 
provided which maps days-to-deliver data 307 to unit cost data 309. As is 
shown, the longer the interval of time that the potential customer is willing to wait 
30 for actual delivery, the lower the per unit cost will be. For example, if the 
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customer can wait seven days for delivery of the tennis racket, the unit cost is 
$140.00. In contrast, if the customer can only wait two days for delivery, the 
unit cost is $190.00 per unit. Should the potential customer elect to purchase the 
racket, the graphical user interface contains templates which allow the user to 
5 enter identification information 311, shipping address information 313, select 
options available for the product, which are represented in options block 315, and 
establish a method of payment from a list of available payment methods 317. 

The relationship between the days to delivery and unit costs can be relatively 
10 complex relationship which takes into account a variety of risks and investment 
factors. Two exemplary approaches are depicted in the view of Figures 12 and 
13. Figure 12 is a representation of the risk/cost analysis which is performed in 
JJ the form of a tabular calculation. As is shown, the days to delivery data 307 
M maps to corresponding unit cost information 309. At least these items are made 

in 

fpl5 available to the central purchaser in the graphical user interface 301 of Figure 11. 

However, further, additional and more complete risk and cost information may be 
u provided to the user in alternative embodiments. For example, such information 
l H may include cost of money data 321, risk of obsolence 323, exogenous risk 325, 
l* currency risk 327, and factory costs 329. Essentially, the pertinent risk and cost 
Iy20 factors can be calculated and provided in a tabular format, in a spread sheet type 
Jjy model, in order to map the purchaser's options to particular price points. An 
alternative to this approach is depicted in the view of Figure 13. This is a more 
formulaic approach, in which a multi-variant equation is established which maps 
price to a variety of factors, such as manufacturer's cost, the real cost of money 
25 in annual percentage points, the number of days of financing which is provided by 
a prepaid sale, and a variety of other risks related to the product itself, currency 
fluctuations, and the like. Essentially, the spread sheet approach of Figure 12 can 
be supplanted entirely with the formulaic approach such as that depicted in Figure 
13. 

30 
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Figure 14 is a pictorial representation of a graphical user interface utilized in 
connection with the demand research model 69 and affinity reward system 75 of 
Figure 2. As is shown, a graphical user interface 351 includes a plurality of blocks 
of information which are useful in determining potential demand for a proposed 
5 product. As is shown, a digital photograph 353 is provided of the proposed 
product (which in this case is the tennis racket, again). Additionally, a brief 
technical and marketing specification 355 is provided to graphical user interface 
which describes the product and options available for the product. A 
questionnaire section 357 is provided which elicits customer opinion regarding the 
10 desirability or interest of a particular customer to that product. Once the customer 
completes the questionnaire information in block 357, he or she may move to the 

H affinity block 359 which provides for monetary or nonmonetary compensation of 

sj 

Q consideration to the customer for completing the questionnaire information. For 

^ example, a "frequent buyer" program may be established in which various points 

"^115 are awarded and accrued which may be redeemed for product purchases or 

m 

u discounts on purchases or for some other unrelated consideration. For example, 
JL the affinity consideration block 359 may advise the potential purchaser of a 
M marketing link to a frequent flyer program. For example, the affinity consideration 
[y can take the form of an award of frequent flyer miles. Additionally, in the view of 
J||20 Figure 14, graphical user interface 351 includes a purchase block 361 which is 
utilized preferably to solicit a financial commitment from the buyer's of the 
particular product. This differs from an advanced purchase, and represents some 
relatively de minimus consideration that the potential purchaser will make at this 
time in order to be notified of product availability and be accorded the lowest 
25 optimum most-favored-nation price on a particular product. For example, the 
purchase data block 361 may elicit a credit card transaction in the amount of 
$1.00 or $5.00 which will secure the potential purchaser's rights to most-favored- 
nation pricing in the event that the tennis racket which is depicted in digital photo 
353 and described in specification 355 is available for purchase. This may be 
30 "dove tailed" with automatic messaging systems such as automatic messaging in 
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Internet, cable, or Web television systems or through one or two way paging 
systems which notify the potential buyer of product availability. Figure 15 is a 
block diagram and flow depiction of one embodiment 410 of the present invention, 
which shows the flow of product in a dark line and the flow of information in a 
5 light line. A trusted intermediary entity 403 is utilized to manage a virtual 
marketplace which is preferably accessible over the Internet. The trusted 
intermediary 403 has commercial relationships with both producers of goods and 
consumers of goods. In particular, this figure represents how the present invention 
enables business-to-business e-commerce. The process is shown in a series of 
10 numbered steps. Each step will be discussed below. 

In step number 1 , products will be marketed either directly to small businesses 

htvss 

Q 425, or some combination of small businesses 425 and consumers 427. 
Ill Alternatively, some or all products can be marketed through certain channels and 
^15 affiliates 423. Marketing information 453 flows from trusted intermediary through 

til a marketing interface. The marketing information is determined or driven by 

u 

1 product availability information 451 obtained from a plurality of manufacturers. 
J e f The trusted intermediary entity 403 operates to qualify or pre-qualify both 
m customers and manufacturers. This is an important function since participation in 
fZ20 the "virtual marketplace" or "exchange" depends upon the reliability of the 
^ "offers" from manufacturers and the aggregated "acceptances" by the customers. 
The trusted intermediary entity 403 can obtain production guarantees from the 
manufacturers and payment promises from the customers. These guarantees can 
take many forms, and they can have a wide range of legal "enforceability". For 
25 example, the payment promise may constitute a charge authorization to a credit 
card, or simply a check of credit- worthiness sufficient to fulfill the commercial 
obligation. For large customers, the payment promise may constitute a letter of 
credit or an escrow deposit of the payment amount. For the manufacturers, the 
commitment may constitute a performance bond or simply a positive performance 
30 history. Once the virtual exchange is perceived by participants as being valuable, 
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the threat of expulsion or exclusion may be sufficient motivation to ensure both 
payment by buyers and manufacturing by sellers. Also, however it is guaranteed, 
the order information 451 needs to be reliable. This means that the product needs 
to conform to the description and specification, and the price and delivery date 
5 needs to be firm. 

In accordance with step 2, the trusted intermediary entity 403 identify product 
families and product availability to customers which is determined by product 
availability and capacities information which is obtained from the manufacturers. 
10 In accordance with step 3, the aggregated orders 455 from customers are utilized 
to as commercial commitments that drive the design, production and/or 
manufacturing decisions of manufacturers 409, 411, 413, 417, 419, 421, which 
Q are located in countries 405, 407. Additionally, in accordance with step number 
l|i 3a, the customers will be able to track the status of their orders on-line. As 
rl15 discussed above, and in accordance with step 4, the aggregated commercial 

"HI 

10 commitments are in fact treated as purchase orders which thus diminish or 
1 eliminate the commercial risk to the manufacturers. The manufacturers may utilize 
order histories and order patterns form early orders, and thus will be able to 
III develop forecasts for future offerings, and to also better estimate production 
;£20 quantities. 

ry 

The manufacturers are located proximate warehouses 415, 423, 425 and, in 
accordance with step number 5 the manufacturers will ship finished product to a 
local (in-country) warehouses 415,423,425. In the preferred embodiment, the 
25 trusted intermediary entity 403 will track production lots, containers, and 
individual end items throughout the supply chain. 

IN accordance with step number 6, the trusted intermediary 403 will receive 
notification of shipments, receipts, and deliveries from manufacturers, in-country 
warehouses, and import/export partners U.S. warehouses and freight forwarders 
30 at each point in the supply chain. Some of this information may be relayed as 
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product status information to customers via email or through Web access to the 
Internet site. 

At the in-country warehouses 415, 423, 425, in accordance with step number 7, 
5 workers will label orders for shipment utilizing a preferred, or affiliated shipper 
such as Untied Parcel Service or FedEX. The items may also be bar coded for 
identification and tracking purposes. Preferably, workers will sort and aggregate 
merchandise for shipment according to regions or zones in the consuming country 
(for example, with UPS/LTL zones). Also appropriate customs documents will be 
10 prepared. Then, in accordance with step number 8, the processed products will 
transported to an appropriate port and processed for export clearance. Preferably, 
but not necessarily, the activities at the warehouses and export clearance station 
are performed by the trusted intermediary entity 403 or by someone under its 
control. In accordance with step number 9, the trusted intermediary entity 403 
h15 will continue to take orders for merchandise determined by its supply chain pricing 
J|J model, and those orders will be allocated against individual items in-transit. Of 
in course, the financial system will capture the selling price of each item and the 
ijj other order information.. 

020 In accordance with step number 10, the shipments are received at a port in the 
% consuming country, and it is processed for clearance though customs. In 
W accordance with step number 11, the shipment is delivered to a warehousing and 
rjj processing facility, such as a transfer station 423, which has been described 
above. The pre-labeled items will be delivered to a freight distribution hub 429, in 
25 accordance with step number 12. For example, the pre-labeled items may be 
delivered to an LTL/Carrier/ UPS hub in the consuming site and delivered in 
accordance with the information on the pre-applied label to the end customer. 
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In accordance with step number 13, items not pre-labeled will be transported to a 
warehouse location near a port of entry, where pre-sold items will be picked, 
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labeled, and shipped to customers placing orders while the merchandise was in 
transit. In accordance with step number 14 items which are available for "cross- 
selling" will be transported to warehouse location 437. In accordance with step 
number 15, orders will continue to be filled from residual inventory 439 and 
5 shipped via the selected delivery service such as UPS until the inventory is 
depleted or order volumes subside. In some instances, in accordance with step 
number 16, at a customer's request or if the delivery service is unable to complete 
delivery, parcels may be directed to local holding networks such as the Mailboxes, 
Etc or Kinko's networks. 

10 

In accordance with step number 17 customer service functions will be performed 
by a customer service entity 435 or a business service entity 437. Preferably these 
u entities are under the control of trusted intermediary entity 403, but these entities 

JKfc. 

could be independent contractors. Additionally, in accordance with step number 
^15 18, a return processing entity 439 can handle return issues. Preferably, returns 
in will be authorized by customer or business service 435, 437 and sent to a central 

point for processing. In accordance with step number 19 a disposal service 441 
O will dispose of damaged goods or consign to an odd lot retailer or auctioneer in a 
ry refurbished or as-is condition. And in accordance with step number 20, an odd lot 
:^20 retailer or auctioneer 431 may be utilized to sell any residual inventory. 
I 

Throughout the entire process, financial system 471 captures appropriate data 
feeds regarding orders, pricing, inventory, billings, receivables, etc. A key 
component of such a financial system is an event-triggered pricing matrix with 
25 prices determined by the products location or stage of completion, such as: pre- 
production, production, overseas warehouse, in-transit, in local warehouse, or in- 
stock. Other and different price points can be utilized. 

Figures 16 A and 16 B depict some exemplary Web pages. In the view of Figure 
30 16 A, a chair is shown which can be purchased in any of a "pre-production" 
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stage, a "factory" stage, an "in-transit" stage, and a "local" stage. Icons are 
established for each of these stages. In Figure 16 B, an associated (cascading) 
screen is depicted. For each production stage includes three associated fields: one 
for the number of units available, one for the amount of time to delivery, and one 
5 for the price associated with that stage. This figure additionally depicts an 
affinity-driven system for providing product feedback, with discrete rating buttons 
to simplify the response and allow easy aggregation. 

Figures 17 A, B, and C depict an alternative system with only three discrete 
10 stages: one for a "production" stage, one for an "in transit" stage, and one for an 
"in country" or "in store" stage. These Web pages represent a number of 
exemplary pages from what may be a catalog of products. Preferably, the 

he- 

u products are grouped by subject matter. A plurality of garden and lawn items are 
if. shown. Each product is depicted and/or described. Several fields are associated 
^15 with each item: a price field for each stage, a quantities available filed, a time to 
ifS delivery field, an offer expiration date, and an order minimum field. As is shown 
at each stage the price increases in order to encourage early financial 
t3 commitments. 

fi20 Figures 18 A through 18 F compare the present invention to the prior art, and 
[0 illustrate the advantages of the present invention. As is shown in Figure 18 A, the 
prior art import system involves an international factory filling containers with a 
large number of items same-kind items which are delivered to a large volume buyer 
for resale. In contrast, the present invention allows one buyer to consolidate 
25 product form multiple factories, or a large factory to reach independent retailers, 
or small factories to connect to small buyers or even individual consumers. As is 
shown on Figure 18 B, the present invention eliminates multiple layers in an 
international supply chain, such as sourcing agents, trading companies, 
import/export companies, importers, domestic distributors, product representation 
30 firms, and even retailers. In the prior art as many as six layers may exist between 
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the factory and retailer. As is shown in Figure 1 8 C, in the prior art each product 
category has its own unique path to supply which makes it difficult for 
independent retailers to source a variety of goods. As such each product category 
has its own industry references, its own trade shows, and its own agents. The 
5 virtual exchange of the present invention allows retailers to enjoy a single point of 
contact to multiple product categories and multiple factories. The virtual exchange 
of the present invention also empowers independent retailer purchasing personnel. 
Independent retailers can now compete in both price and selection with national 
chains. Figure 18 D depicts the physical flow of goods. In the prior art as many as 
10 five shipping transactions and as many as three warehouse stops are required for 
the distribution, but with the present invention only one or even zero warehouse 
h stops are required. The trusted intermediary entity handles all customs clearance, 
J|f picking, packing, and shipping activities. Figure 18 E depicts the flow of 
|fi payments. In a traditional system, up to five financial and/or accounting 
i p1 5 transactions are required in up to five different systems. In contrast, in the present 
^ invention, two standardized transactions are used with one system, as there is 
C3 only a domestic payment or letter of credit and a foreign payment or letter of 
Jy credit. Figure 18 F depicts the flow of information. The prior art requires up to six 
W information transactions, while the present invention allows one set of digital 
f||20 documents. It can be appreciated that the present invention provides numerous 
significant advance over the prior art. 

The present invention also provides a dynamic on-line order gathering system that 
enables sellers to offer one or a combination of goods whose availability 
25 (production and/or shipping) may be economically linked in some ways with other 
items and which facilitates aggregation of demand across related items so as to 
enable the ability to reach critical mass of demand for the related goods by a more 
efficient means than currently available. 
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For example, let's suppose production of three particular models of bicycle are 
dependent upon demand reaching sufficient quantity for a basic sub-assembly, 
common to all the bikes. The realization of a critical mass of orders for the sub- 
5 assembly could allow for the economic production of all three bikes, despite the 
fact that no single bike had reached a critical mass of orders to justify production. 
The ability for a producer to articulate an offer of economically related goods 
creates the opportunity for buyers to make choices which increase their ability to 
determine what gets produced and in turn create the opportunity for the producer 
10 to economically produce more bicycles. 

S3 
H 

For a second example, an overseas trading company produces several dozen 
styles of small brass accessories, such as doorknockers, signs and fountains, for 
use in gardens, nurseries and patios. The production characteristics of individual 
|1 5 items is such that they can be produced in quantities as small as fifty pieces but 
J each has a unique weight, price, volume and master carton characteristics. Due 
to the generally low individual value of items and the cost of ocean freight, the 
order minimum for an overseas buyer of these items is the equivalent of a 20 foot 
container, which may represent potentially unlimited combinations of items and 
20 item quantities to reach this minimum. 

The system of the present invention enables sellers to define his or her required 
minimum order level both individually or as a dynamic sum of related items within 
the multiple item offering, as long as the sum of accumulated orders for the item 
25 or items collectively meet one or a combination of the following criteria: 
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1) physical volume of one or more goods ordered reaching a volume 
requirement, such as filling a 20 or 40 foot container, or a pallet; 



5 2) a combination of multiple items reaching a combined order dollar volume 
minimum where any single item may have a minimum substantially below 
the combined order minimum; 

3) the equivalent units of offered item or combination of item reaching a unit 
10 volume minimum. 

Is si 

Q Leading up to the creation of the offer, the system gathers the necessary 

in 

If! information from the seller with respect to individual product characteristics, such 

iff as price, package material, carton configuration, weight and other factors. This 

u 

s 1 5 information is stored in a database of product information which is separate from 

O 

u but accessible by an algorithm and database which allows the seller to define an 
JJJ offer of one item or many related items. The offering system and database 
accumulates for all combinations of items offered the dollars ordered, volume 
ordered and quantity ordered, which are used in the algorithm as variables in 
20 calculating and displaying to potential buyer and suppliers the progress at that 
moment toward meeting the condition set by the supplier to begin production. 

The system displays to buyers the progress toward the minimum which has been 
made as a result of multiple buyers having registered orders for the good or goods 
25 offered. A graphical representation displays the amount of each item which has 
been ordered, expressed as a percentage of either goals 1, 2 or 3 above, and also 
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shows the combined amount of all related items which have been ordered. A 
color coding system has been devised which shows by color whether the 
individual item minimum within the offering group has been met. 

Figures 19A through 19C are high level representations of some of the core 
concepts associated with the preferred implementation of the present invention. 
With reference first to Figure 19A, a plurality of purchasers 3001, 3003, 3005, 
3007 interact with their data processing systems 3009, 3011, 3013, 3015. In 
order to communicate with the trusted intermediary 3025. The purchasers 3001, 
3003, 3005, 3007 submit purchase orders 3017, 3019, 3021, 3023 through the 
trusted intermediary 3025 for a variety of goods which have been offered for sale 
under predetermined sale conditions by a plurality of factories 3051, 3053, 3055, 
3057. The factories 3051, 3053, 3055, 3057 have a contractual relationship with 
trusted intermediary 3025 through which they offer their products for sale to 
buyers 3001, 3003, 3005, 3007 under terms and conditions which are established 
by them. As discussed above, the terms and conditions may relate to the price of 
goods, the date such goods will be available, and any preestablished condition 
which must be met before the factory 3051, 3053, 3055, 3057 will make the 
goods available. For example, a certain number of prepaid orders may be required 
to meet a "production minimum" before the goods will be made available. Until 
the production minimum is met, the offer is "conditional" and does not bind the 
factory 3051, 3053, 3055, 3057. Once the production conditions are met, the 
factory will commence production of the goods and make them available at the 
price (or prices) on the date (or dates) which are associated with the offer. In the 
view of Figure 19A, factory 3051 makes its production decision 3061 and submits 
offer 3069 which has associated with it condition 3071. Likewise, factory 3053 
makes its production decision 3063 and generates an offer 3073 which has 
associated with it a condition 3075. Similarly, factory 3055 makes its production 
decision 3065 and tenders an offer 3077 which has associated with it a condition 



38 



3079. Finally, factory 3057 makes its production decision 3067 and generates an 
offer 3081 which has associated with it a condition 3083. The conditional offers 
are communicated to intermediary 3025. Intermediary 3025 is in charge of the 
shipping of finished goods from one or more production ports to one or more 
5 consumption ports. Typically, the factory is located at large distances away from 
the production ports and shipping containers are utilized to move the goods from 
production ports to consumption ports. The goods may be moved utilizing ships, 
trains, or trucks. Intermediary 3025 does not wish to ship containers which are 
only partially filled. Accordingly, it must make its shipping decisions 3027 in a 
10 manner which meets a variety of shipping conditions 3029, 3031, 3033, and 
3035. These shipping conditions may relate to the commitment of container 
space for particular goods or groups of goods. The intermediary must utilize an 
Q analytical process whereby the weight and/or volume of the products which are 
|S ''committed" to a particular container are constantly monitored and analyzed in 
PJ15 order to determine whether or not a container is fully committed and thus ready 
10 for shipment. Of course, in accordance with the broad concepts of the present 
invention, the goods that are being offered are goods that may not yet be in 
*f production. Accordingly, the analysis of the shipping containers, the commitments 
r|| for the shipping containers, and the shipping conditions or constraints is 
S20 conducted in advance of the actual filling of the containers, and is thus an 
- r U analytical construct which is utilized to match confirmed orders, production 
output, and shipping resources. The goal, of course, is to optimize operations so 
that ordered goods are delivered to the customers as soon as possible, without 
wasting shipping resources. In order to facilitate this optimization, and further to 
25 empower the buyer, the present invention presents to each buyer a graphical user 
interface which is representative of the balancing of confirmed orders, production 
output, and shipping resources. In the view of Figure 19A, graphical user 
interface 3041 is provided to buyer 3001. Likewise, graphical user interface 3043 
is provided to buyer 3003. Graphical user interface 3045 is provided to buyer 
30 3005. Graphical user interface 3047 is provided to buyer 3007. In the preferred 
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implementation, each graphical user interface 3041, 3043, 3045, 3047 is adapted 
to graphically and/or textually communicate to buyers 3001, 3003, 3005, 3007 an 
amalgamation or aggregation of information pertaining to confirmed orders, 
production output, and shipping resources. 

5 

Figure 19B is a simplified explanation of the preferred implementation of the 
present invention. As is shown a simplified explanation of the preferred 
implementation of the present invention. As is shown, icon 3101 is generated for 
a particular buyer icon 3101 is preferably a two-dimensional which is rectangular 
10 in shape. In the preferred implementation of the present invention, the preferred 
shipping volume is that of a shipping container. Accordingly, icon 3101 has a 
shape which is similar to the side view of a shipping container. In alternative 
embodiments, smaller standardized volumes may be utilized such as a pallet. It 
may be possible to implement the present invention in order to aggregate 
15 extremely small orders which together make up a single "pallet" of goods. A 
if! pallet may take a standardized shape. In such embodiments, the iconographic 
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representation of the shipping volume may be a square or rectangular shape. As 
is shown in Figure 19B, the rectangular shape 3103 is compartmentalized and 
color coded. As is shown in this example, portions 3105, 3107, 3109, 3111, 
20 3117, and 3123 are representative of six products and/or conditions. Portion 
2133 is representative of the "free" or unused space within a container which is 
represented by icon 3101 . Of course, the container is not actually filled. The icon 
3101 is merely a symbolic representation of commitments of shipping resources 
which will be utilized at a future date. Accordingly, portion 3123 represents the 
25 uncommitted shipping resources which are available to ship other products from 
one or more production ports, or for destination to one or more consumption 
ports. In contrast, portions 3105, 3107, 3109, 3111, 3117 represent particular 
orders or potential orders for products. These each represents a different product 
which will or may be shipped within a particular shipping resource such as a 
30 container, at a future date. In accordance with the preferred implementation of 
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the present invention, color coding is utilized to communicate to the potential 
buyer that some portion of the shipping resource is allocated with "confirmed" 
orders. In the preferred implementation of the present invention, a color coding of 
green indicates a confirmed order for a product which has already met its 
5 production minimums. In other words, green indicates that a firm order has been 
placed for a product in response to a conditional offer, but that the condition has 
been met. In the view of Figure 19B, portions 3105, 3107 are shaded green to 
indicate that these are confirmed orders for products which have already met the 
manufacturers' offer conditions. For example, the manufacturer may set a 
10 condition which establishes a minimum number of firm orders be placed before the 
manufacturer is legally obligated to produce the goods at the offered price, and 
offered time. In contrast, portion 3109 is coded red which indicates that a firm 
order has been placed, but that the manufacturer's condition has not been met. 
For example, portion 3109 may indicate a firm financial commitment to place an 



order for which the manufacturer is not currently legally obligated to perform 
U unless and until the conditions are met. In other words, this represents a 
: H . conditional allocation of shipping resources which may or may not be utilized at a 
H future date depending upon whether the manufacturer's offer conditions are 

= y 

lu indeed met by the time that the shipping resource must be utilized. In accordance 
!;p20 with the preferred implementation of the present invention, each of buyers 3101, 
3105, 3107 has an opportunity to "preview" potential orders and determine their 
impact on the use of shipping resources at a future date. This is visually 
illustrated by portions 3111 and 3107 of Figure 19B. Portion 3111 includes a 
central portion 31 13 which is coded yellow to indicate it's a potential order which 
25 may be placed by one particular purchaser. It is outlined by a border 3115 which 
is color coded to indicate whether or not the manufacturer is legally obligated by 
an offer, in the view of Figure 19B, portion 31 13 is surrounded by a green border 
which indicates that the conditions established by the manufacturer have been met 
and the manufacturer is accordingly legally obligated to produce the goods at the 
30 offered price at an offered time. The user realizes that should he or she place this 
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order, this will represent a concrete commitment of a shipping resource at a future 
date. Because the user is provided with shipping date information and transit time 
information, by the trusted intermediary 3025, he or she then can project roughly 
the date on which the goods should be delivered to him or her. This involves the 
5 individual buyer and his or her decision making process in the resource allocation 
which must be performed for the shipping resources. Individual buyers are then 
involved in the decision making process through their individual concrete 
decisions. Continuing with Figure 19B, portion 3117 depicts an alternative 
situation. Central portion 3119 is color coded yellow to indicate that this a 
10 potential order for a particular purchaser. It is surrounded by a border 3121 which 
is red which indicates that the conditions established by the manufacturer have 
not been met yet, so the manufacturer is not legally obligated to deliver the goods 
C3 at the price and date of the manufacturer's offer. Only when the conditions 

_-.-Jr.-_ 

established by the manufacturer are met will the manufacturer be obligated to 
^15 deliver the goods. If the conditions established by the manufacturer are not met by 
Lfj an offer expiration date, the offer will expire and all those individual buyers that 

have made financial commitments will not be obligated to make a purchase. Only 
C3 when the manufacturing conditions are met will all the parties be obligated to 
ry consummate the transaction. If conditions are not met, the manufacturer and the 
^20 buyers are released from the conditional offer. In the view of Figure 19B, textual 
fO portions 3125, 3127, 3129, 3133 are also provided to further explain to the buyer 

the meaning of the icon 3101 . 

The broad concept of the present invention can also be understood with reference 
25 to Figure 19C. As is shown, a particular icon 3149 is generated for a user in a 
graphical user interface 3151. The graphical user interface is constructed by 
rendering engine 3153 which is under the control of the intermediary 3025. The 
rendering engine operates to generate the icon and associated text in response to 
calculations performed which take into account container restraints 3155. 
30 Additionally, the calculation and rendering also takes into account shipping 
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conditions 3157. Of course, the model also takes into account confirmed orders 
3159. All of this is subject to production constraints 3161 (such as conditional 
offers). 



5 The present invention improves over the prior art significantly. It involves 
individual buyers in an aggregation of information and constraints and conditions. 
The constraints and conditions are real world constraints such as the number of 
containers available, the amount of shipping space available, the weight and 
volume limitations of particular containers. Additionally, it takes into account 
10 production constraints which are driven by financial and legal considerations. The 
icon and associated text generated for individual views is an amalgamation of this 
information which renders relevant portions of production and shipping operations 
C3 transparent to individual users. This is done in a manner which does not violate 

; ::5=. 

J| the privacy of individual users and which does not excessively reveal information 
J r j15 to others except in an aggregated and anonymous form. 

m 

Figure 20 depicts in high level overview and block diagram form a software system 
O which implements one embodiment of the present invention. In accordance with 
ry block 501, a site entry portal is provided to allow users to utilize an Internet 
* 20 connection to access a commerce site constructed in accordance with the present 
FO invention. An exemplary site entry portal is depicted in Figure 26. Next, in 
accordance with block 503, a security module is utilized to selectively allow 
access to the commerce site. In accordance with block 505, the commerce site 
waits for visitor selection of an action. A variety of alternative actions are 
25 presented to the user including a request for quotation system 507 which will be 
described in further detail below, a search engine 509, and an order pad 511. 
Search engine 509 includes key word search module 513, fields search module 
515, and on-line catalog 517. An exemplary on-line catalog page is depicted in 
Figure 27. The user may move from search results 519 to order pad 51 1 in order 
30 to prepare an order for submission. The order pad 511 is a system which allows a 
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user to test various potential order scenarios. The user may mix and match 
products, select price points, and change order volumes for the products. The 
order pad is operatively coupled to a container (or pallet) builder program 521 
which is utilized to visually represent the selections made by the operator in the 
5 order pad module 511. The container builder program 521 is utilized to visually 
represent to the potential buyer the relationship between the items on his or her 
order pad 511 and the production process of one or more factories as well as the 
shipping process of one or more ports. This will be described in greater detail 
below. The potential buyer may move between order pad module 511 and 

10 container builder 521 iteratively in order to study and configure his or her order, in 
relation to real world constraints (such as weight and/or volume) of standardized 

a shipping containers. 



IM This is important for the present invention since the user is offered an opportunity 

in 

sj15 to purchase goods well in advance of production or shipping. Providing a visual 



display which relates the potential order to real-world production information and 
real-word shipping information should and will give the potential buyer a greater 
sense of comfort and control in entering into a commercial arrangement for goods 
that may not even have been manufactured yet. Once the potential buyer has 



[520 decided upon the contents of the order, he or she may proceed to an order 
confirmation module 523 which confirms the information related to the order. 
Next, the potential buyer may proceed to the payment module 525. Thereafter, 
the customer may revisit the site in order to check order status by accessing the 
order status module 527. 

25 

Figures 21 through 25 depict the container (or pallet) builder program in 
accordance with one preferred embodiment of the present invention. As is 
shown, the process starts at block 551, and continues at block 553, wherein the 
container (or pallet) builder program is opened. As a part of the opening, the 
30 variables associated with this program are either initialized or retrieved. In 
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accordance with block 555, the container builder program is associated with a 
particular order pad of a particular potential buyer. It is important to note that the 
present invention operates dynamically to aggregate information from a number of 
actual buyers and potential buyers. Each potential buyer will view his or her order 
5 pad and associated container (or pallet) builder program icon. This view is a 
personal and private view, and cannot be accessed by other potential buyers; 
however, the graphical information generated by this container builder program 
takes into account the order information from a large number of other actual 
buyers. In other words, the container builder program generates iconographic and 
10 textual material which represents to the potential buyer information which is 
combined with order information from other actual buyers. The other actual 
buyers are associated with the particular order pad due to similarities in the 

Q product being ordered or the shipping port or the containers potentially being 

11=1 utilized. 



offer ID associated with the goods from the order pad. This should contain 
information identifying the item, its price, and its time availability, whether that be 



U20 with block 559, the container builder program retrieves and opens a product data 
^ sheet for the selected goods. An exemplary product data sheet 751 is depicted in 
Figure 28 and will be described below in greater detail. In accordance with block 
561, the program retrieves the prospective number of items to be ordered from the 
offer ID. Then, in accordance with block 563, the container builder program 
25 retrieves container data associated with either the product or the shipping port. 

Next, in accordance with block 565, the container builder program examines the 
potential shipping container to identify limiting parameters associated with the 
container. For example, the particular potential container may be near its weight 
30 limit (due the inclusion of relatively heavy items) but not very near its volume limit. 




Next, in accordance with block 557, the container builder program receives the 



fly 



in terms of production availability or shipping availability. Next, in accordance 
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Accordingly, in this scenario, the weight factor would be the limiting parameter. 
Alternatively, the container may be very near its volume limit (due to the inclusion 
of a great number of relatively light articles), but not very near its weight limit. 
Accordingly, in this situation, the limiting parameter would be the volume 
5 parameter. In accordance with the preferred embodiment, as is depicted in blocks 
567, 569, 571 and 573, the container builder program analyzes the container in 
order to identify the limiting parameter. Further calculations demonstrating 
amount of space/weight available in the container will be based either upon the 
weight parameter or the volume parameter depending upon the particulars of each 
10 container. In order to facilitate a weight-volume analysis, the program calculates a 
weight per cubic volume for heavy items and then compares that measure to the 
^ maximum which may be allowed in the container. Once it determines that the 
weight limit will not be exceeded, it will move forward on a volume analysis. If 

F .1 

Iff the program determines that the weight threshold would be exceeded, it calculates 

m 

rj15 a modified volume measure for the article, and moves forward using that metric. 
W Essentially, it is looking for the most favorable weight/volume denominator to 
1 maximize the loading of the container. 

fll In some instances, a situation may require the depiction of a number of containers, 

hi 

□20 one stacked upon the other. In this case, the container builder program must 
- J generate a container definition array in order to keep track of the information. 
Turning now to Figure 22, in accordance with block 575, the container builder 
program sets up the container definition array. The first step is depicted in block 
577, wherein a subscript number 1 is created which identifies the number of 
25 container stacks. In accordance with blocks 579, 581, and 583, this subscript 
number 1 includes information which identifies the number of stacks, the name of 
the stack, and the number of containers in each stack. Next, in accordance with 
block 585, subscript number 2 is created which represents a number of rows. In 
accordance with block 587, each row value for subscript number 2 represents one 
30 container. Then, in accordance with block 589, subscript number 3 is created 
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m 



which generates a number of rows associated with each container. As is set forth 
in block 591, each row of subscript number 3 represents a product in the 
container. Then, in accordance with block 593, subscript number 4 is generated 
which represents a number of columns. Each column contains information related 
to each product within a particular container. For example, column number 1 
represents the product ID. Column number 2 represents the product name. 
Column number 3 represents the ordered volume in this container. Column 
number 4 represents the order pad volume in this container. Column number 5 
represents the ordered bar color. This is all depicted in block 595. 



As shown in block 599, three colors are available to be associated with column 
number 5 of subscript number 4. A green color represents that a particular 
product has met production minimums. A red color indicates that a particular 
product has not met production minimums. A yellow color indicates that this item 
15 is from the particular potential buyer's order pad. In other words, the color yellow 
is associated with the order pad module 51 1 of Figure 20 and associated container 
builder module 521. It is the use of this yellow coloration which allows the 
potential buyer to sequentially examine a variety of scenarios. The use of this 
color allows the potential purchaser (1) to visually understand the impact of his or 
^20 her potential order upon the meeting of production minimums in order to "close" 



an offer associated with a production run which has not yet been made, and (2) to 
fill one or more containers which are not yet filled. These two considerations are 
relatively important. A small buyer may adjust his or her ordering behavior based 
upon the information obtained through the iterative use of the order pad module 
25 and associated container builder module in order to "accelerate" either the 
production or shipping of particular products. He or she may decide to increase 
the volume of his or her order in order to allow the aggregation of that order with 
all other orders to trigger a production run. This is particularly useful in the 
context of a buyer who is a member of an affiliation of buyers, such as is found in 
30 a cooperative or buying group. Alternatively, he or she may increase his or her 
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order so that it is aggregated with other orders in order to fill a shipping container. 
Once a production run minimum is met and thus "triggered/ 7 the production 
facility may commence production of the product. Also, once a shipping container 
is "filled" the container is then available for further processing and eventual 
5 shipment. Accordingly, in the present invention, a great number of potential 
buyers and actual buyers are placed in a position of power relative to both 
production timing and shipment timing. 

The process continues at Figure 23, and block 603, wherein the container builder 
10 program calculates the "fill out" of a particular container based upon either the 
volume constraint or the weight constraint. This "fill out" provides the potential 
buyer with textual information, which supplements the visual information, in order 
to inform him or her of the percentages filled container volume associated with his 
Ill or her potential orders. Next, in accordance with block 605, the container builder 

in 

r.jl 5 program calculates the fill percentages associated with the potential order from the 
W order pad. Then, in accordance with block 607, the container builder program 
, generates text for the product ID. In block 609, it names the stacks; in block 61 1, 
^ it colors the products and the stacks. As stated above, a green color indicates 
ft 1 that a particular product has met or "triggered" the production minimums. A red 
p20 color means that the particular product has not yet met or triggered the production 
— minimums. A yellow color indicates the portion of a container which is associated 
with a potential order on the buyer's order pad. Then, in accordance with block 
613, the container builder program communicates with an HTML image generator. 
Then, in accordance with block 615, the container builder program passes 
25 particular information to the HTML image generator such as the requirement for 
"auto sizing," a font selection, the use of bold, the background colors, and the 
color information (green, red, or yellow). Then, in accordance with block 617, the 
container builder program utilizes the container array previously established and 
loops through all the stacks. In accordance with block 619, it loops through all the 
30 containers in each stack. In accordance with block 621, it draws the frames. 
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Then, in accordance with block 623, the boxes are colored. Next, in accordance 
with block 625, the call out text is then added to the boxes. In accordance with 
block 627, the image is outputted. 



5 Next, in accordance with Figures 24 and 25, additional information is provided to 
assist the potential buyer in better understanding the status of the particular 
container. While an icon is generated which represents the filled space and the 
free space, the container builder program goes further to provide textual 
information to the potential buyer which allows him or her an opportunity to 
10 evaluate the possibility of increasing his or her order in order to fill the container 
space. With reference first to Figure 24, the container builder program calculates 
the number of items necessary to fill the open space in the container, in 
u accordance with block 631. This represents a calculation based upon the items 
ip which are in the order pad of the potential customer. In other words, the program 
U1 15 projects and provides to the buyer the number of units of product necessary to fill 
\M the space. For example, if the potential buyer is examining the purchase of solar 
lawn lighting, the program will calculate the number of additional units of the same 
53 solar lighting product which would be necessary to fill the open space in the open 
ry container. In accordance with block 633, the container builder program provides a 

^20 message as follows: "number of this item to fill this space: ." Next, in 

n accordance with block 635, the container builder program identifies other items 
(but not the items on the order pad) which could be used to help fill the space. 
These items may be selected based upon items on the order pad, products similar 
to the items on the order pad, or it may be a listing of all products shipped from 
25 that port, or of all products available from a factory, or from a consolidation 
factory. The listings of related products is prepared by the intermediary based 
upon marketing consideration and the active constraint on the supply side. For 
example, if a buyer is looking at one type of solar lawn lighting product, he or she 
may be interested in buying other types of solar lawn lighting products, or other 
30 types of lawn products in general. The container builder program will identify the 
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other products which are associated with that port facility and enumerates those 
in the form of an offer or group offer. These products may be the products of a 
single factory, but they also may be the product of a number of factories. The 
common requirement is that they all be shipped from a single port so that they 
5 may indeed be "combined" in order to fill container space economically. In 
accordance with block 637, the container builder program outputs this message, 
and the process ends at block 639. 

Simultaneously, in accordance with Figure 25, if there are any products on the 
10 order pad which have not yet met the production minimum requirements, in 

accordance with block 641, the container builder program calculates the number 
Z of items needed to fill the production minimums for that particular product. Then, 
Q in accordance with block 643, that number is output, and the process ends at 
Jfi block 645. 

I 15 

M Figure 26 is an exemplary site entry portal 701 in accordance with one 
embodiment of the present invention. This site entry portal 701 corresponds to 
J* block 501 of Figure 20. As is shown in Figure 26, the site entry portal 701 
Ly includes active areas within the Internet page which may be utilized to address 
?u20 through "links" other portions of the Internet site and associated software. For 
example, there is a "new user" active area 703, which routes new users to 
portions of the site and associated software which gather the necessary 
information to evaluate and qualify new users. Alternatively, there is a returning 
user active area 705 which is utilized by returning users. This site will route 
25 returning users to a security module such as security module 503 of Figure 20. In 
the site entry portal 701 of Figure 26, there are a number of iconographic 
representations of the stages of production and shipping. The icon 707 include 
icon 709 which is a iconographic representation of a factory. This is representative 
of a "factory offer." This corresponds to an offer made by a factory or a supplier 
30 or the intermediary acting to qualify for the benefit of the buyer's potential sellers 
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to sell a particular product at a particular price, provided that production minimums 
are met. In accordance with the general concept of the present invention, this 
represents the lowest price available for the goods. This is true because the 
manufacturer has eliminated most or all of the risks associated with manufacturing 
5 the goods. Firm financial commitments are obtained for the minimum number 
necessary for a production run prior to any actual manufacturing by the 
manufacturer. Icon 711 is an iconographic representation of an "early-buy" offer. 
This corresponds to the offering of items which are in production but not yet 
finished. In accordance with the general concepts of the present invention, this 
10 price is higher than the "factory offer" price as the factory or supplier has 
experienced additional risk by the commencement of manufacturing. Icon 713 
represents an "in-transit buy." This corresponds to the offer of product which is 
Q in actual transit from the factory to a distribution center. This price is higher than 
i|J the "early buy price" and the "factory offer price" in accordance with the general 
^15 concept of the present invention. Icon 715 is representative of a "in-stock" offer 
lf\ which corresponds to an offering of products which are in stock at a distribution 
facility. These items have a generally higher price than the "in-transit buy" offers, 
O the "early-buy" offers, and the "factory offers." 
rtj 

J^20 Figure 27 is a depiction of an Internet page corresponding to one page of a 
fll number of pages of an on-line catalog. Catalog page 717 includes a product 
listing 719 which includes an iconographic representation of a number of products 
such as products 721, 723, 725, 727, 729, 731, and 733. Each of these 
products has associated with it an icon 741, 743, 745, 747, 749, 751, 753 which 
25 is representative of the type of offer. In the example of on-line catalog page 717, 
all the items are "early buy" offers, which means that these are items which are 
currently in factory production. On other pages of the catalog, there may be 
"factory offer" icons utilized to indicate that a product has not yet initiated its 
production run. Still other alternative products may be "in-transit" buys which 
30 indicate items which are being shipped. Alternatively, some items may carry an 
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"in-stock" icon representative of items which are currently in stock in the 
distribution facility. 

Each object also has associated with it a textual description of the product. A 
5 number of "fields" are provided to define data associated with each of the 
products. For example, there is a "price" field 742, a "minimum order" field 744, 
a "arrival date" field 746, and a "quantity available" field 748. For example, with 
respect to the ten inch metal transplanter, the price is forty-five cents. The 
minimum order is one. The arrival date is March 15, 2001; and the quantity 
10 available is 2,160. 

Each product being offered also has associated with it a product data sheet, such 
Q as exemplary product data sheet 751 of Figure 28. This corresponds to block 559 
j|j of Figure 521 in which the container builder program retrieves and opens the 
Mf5 product data sheet for the selected goods on the order pad. As is shown in Figure 
Lfj 28, product data sheet 751 includes product information 753, product dimensions 

information 781, product weight information 787, product shipping information 
P 783 and shipping information 785. Product information may include a number of 
ffj fields which define the product, such as: product category field 761, product SKU 
fko field 763, uniform product code field 765, unit of measure field 767, item name 
fO field 769, item description field 771, primary material field 773, other material field 

774, color field 775, size field 776, other field 778, recommended price field 777, 

and MSRP field 780. 

25 The product dimensions include dimension information for the assembled product, 
the package, the case, and the master carton. In the example of the product data 
sheet of Figure 28, the assembled dimensions are represented as W cubic inches 
or W cubic centimeters. The package dimensions are represented as X cubic 
inches or X cubic centimeters. The case length is represented as Y cubic inches 

30 or cubic centimeters. The master carton cubic dimension is represented by Z 
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cubic inches or Z cubic centimeters. For each product, the cubic dimension of the 
product and/or packaging is vital and must be correct in order to allow proper 
functioning of the container builder program which to keeps track of the degrees 
to which a container or other standard shipping space is "filled." 

5 

The weight information 787 includes net weight, gross weight, gross case weight, 
and gross master carton weight. The shipping information 783 includes maximum 
quantity for container volume, the package type, the quantity per case, and the 
quantity per master shipping carton. The shipping information includes a schedule 
10 of charges for shipping to particular zones. 

When the container builder computer module is operating, it must pull accurate 

5s ftp 

C3 information relating to both the weight and volume of each particular product 

in 

ip which is prospectively included in a particular container. Ordinarily, the customer 
~|l5 would not see the product data sheet. 

I* Figure 29 is an example of the types of information which is made available to the 
potential customer. Internet page 801 of Figure 29 represents the information 
Id relating to a copper patio torch set 805. The copper patio torch set 805 is 
Jy20 pictorially depicted through image 807. Descriptive text 809 is provided adjacent 
the pictorial representation 807. The type of offer is indicated by icon 803 as an 
"early buy" offer. This means that production has begun so a particular price point 
associated with the copper patio torch set 805 has been set based upon the 
amount of risk associated with the production run. The product has associated 
25 with it an offer number 811 and SKU number 813. It also has associated with it 
an arrival date 815 and a quantity available 817. Additionally, there are fields 
which establish the minimum order 819 and the number of multiples in the order. 
A price 823 is also provided for the product, and this is based upon the stage at 
which it is in the production cycle. A field 825 is provided to allow the potential 
30 buyer to enter a number defining the "order quantity." Additionally, an icon 827 is 
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provided which allows the user to add this item to an order pad. Ancillary 
information 829 is provided which identifies other items which are going to arrive 
in the same "container." As is shown, items 831, 833 are also being shipped in 
the same container. The quantity available field 835 indicates the quantity 
5 available of each of these items. This encourages the potential buyer to place 
orders for other items in order to speed the filling of the particular container, and 
thus speed the delivery of the product to him or her. 

Figure 30 is a graphical depiction of an Internet page which is utilized by a 
10 manufacturer to establish the metrics associated with a production run. As is 
shown, a variety of fields are provided for information, including: factory 
u identification field 835, document last edited field 855, offer status field 857. 
s ;i Additionally, the container is identified by container number at container number 

I; a? 

iff field 859. The items which are associated with a particular container or containers 
yl5 are then grouped. Three items are shown in the view of Figure 30 including items 
861, 863, 865. Each one of these items has associated with it a product number 
and product name. Additionally, there are a number of fields which must be 
11 completed by the factory or supplier or the intermediary in order to "define" the 
;~ offer. There is a minimum production quantity field 862, a minimum order 
1320 quantity field 864, a cost field, and a maximum order quantity field. Additionally, 
there is an earliest/actual production date field. For example, product 861 is a 
short stand with tapered lanterns. The minimum production quantity is 416 units. 
The minimum order quantity is one. The cost in terms of dollars per unit of 
measure is one dollar. The intermediary may alter the cost to the buyer to provide 
25 a profit for the intermediary. The maximum order quantity is 1,500. The 
earliest/actual production date is April 1, 2001. This product has associated with 
it four different prices. Each is represented by an icon. One is a "factory offer" 
price of $22.90. Another is an early buy offer in the amount of $26.80. The next 
is an in-transit offer in the amount of $28.95. Finally, there is an in-stock price of 
30 $35.65. 
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The Web page 851 of Figure 30 also includes information pertaining to the 
container in block 867. A comment section 869 is provided. Next, shipping and 
payment information is provided. For example, the estimated FOB date of 
5 departure is provided by the manufacturer at fields 871. Then, the FOB port is 
identified at field 873. The estimated distribution arrival date is then provided in 
fields 875. Offer acceptance information 877 is provided at fields 879 which 
provide an "offer expiration date" which is set by the factory. Then, the payment 
terms are established for the transaction. The manufacturer can select one of a 
10 number of payment methods including letter of credit, bank transfer, cash on 
delivery and consignment. The information concerning the identity of the supplier 
rj and payment requirements are maintained in a separate database. The data is 

fix. 

^ gathered with the form of Figure 35. There is also a field to identify whether or 

W not this is a regularly established production run. Button 883 is provided to allow 

05 the factory to enter the offers to the Internet commerce site. Figure 36 is an 

?te exemplary product listing for a exemplary manufacturer. It depicts the products 

£3 which are offered by a particular manufacturer through the intermediary and the 

m internet commerce site. 

W 

HJ20 Figures 31 A through 31 D depict various exemplary scenarios utilizing the 
container builder program of the preferred embodiment of the present invention. 
These illustrate the depiction of production and shipping information in the form of 
an iconographic representation of one or more containers, an identification of the 
products contained in the containers and a color coding utilized to identify the 
25 status of the production run and further to identify the products on an order pad 
as they relate to the other items in a potential container. 

With reference first to Figure 31 A, a user is examining product 903 which is a 531 
piece pro tool kit. There is a visual representation of the tool kit and descriptive 
30 text. The Web page also provides the offer number, SKU number, offer expiration 
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date, arrival date, production run minimums, minimum orders, multiples, and price 
information. There is an order quantity field 905 and a "add to order pad" button 
907. The view of Figure 31 depicts the situation prior to the selection of product 
903. 

5 

An icon 91 1 is provided which visually represents a single container identified by 
text 913 as "container number one." Additionally, text 910 is provided which 
identifies the various products which are going to be shipped together within 
container number one. With the exception of portion 925, all the items within 
10 container number one are coded green which indicates that the production run 
minimums have been met. Portion 925 is coded yellow to indicate that this item 
12 929 which corresponds to a 121 piece drill and driver set is on this particular 

Q buyer's order pad and has previously been entered or "added" to the order pad. 

W 

in 

,jj5 The portion 927 within container icon 911 is white which represents open or 
M "free" space within the container which is available for use. Accordingly, the icon 

5! 

911 and text 910 provide a summary visual and textual explanation of the status 
^ of container number one. It appears that container number one is only partially 
m filled (about two-thirds filled). There are ten different products being shipped in 

in, 

S|j20 this container. The text 910 includes an identification in each of these ten 
products. Each product is identified by product number and product name. 

Additionally, next to each product name, there is a parenthetical indication of a 
percentage. This corresponds to the percent of the container space which is filled 

25 by this item. For example, product number 60202212 is identified as a "wander 
saw replacement blade." It has associated with it a percentage in parenthesis of 
"3%." This means that of the total container space that has been filled with this 
particular product represents three percent of the container space. In this 
example, nine out of the ten products are products which have been ordered by 

30 individuals other than a person associated with the order pad of this Web page 
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901. Only the 120 piece drill and driver set is on the order pad for this potential 
buyer. This is identified by product number 60202342. Next to the name of the 
goods is a parenthetical indication of "13%." Accordingly, thirteen percent of the 
container space is filled with this particular product. One hundred percent of this 
5 product is on the order pad of the potential buyer which has set up this page. 
Accordingly, portion 925 of the icon 911 is shaded yellow to indicate its 
association or affiliation with the particular order pad of this particular potential 
customer. Portion 925 is surrounded by green color which also indicates that this 
particular item has met its production run minimum. 

10 

Under this scenario, all that is required before the container number one can be 
u shipped is the filling of free space 927. This may be filled by the potential buyer 
y or by any other potential buyer. The number of potential buyers may be from one 

Isfe? 

IM to some number which may be defined by the intermediary/administrator or by 

in 

sj5 affinity or affiliation among the buyers. Their input is aggregated in a manner 
^ which fills up the remaining free space 927 of the container which is visually 

rife 

a represented by the white or uncolored space of portion 927 within the rectangular 
12 icon 91 1. In order to facilitate filling of this free space 927, the container builder 
program automatically generates (an administrator moderated groupings) a listing 

£320 of other products which can be utilized to y/ help fill open container space." This is 

fit 

provided under the header 931 in the form of a listing 933 of eleven other 
products by product number and product name which can be utilized to fill the free 
space. Each product has associated with it a minimum order number and a 
minimum order quantity. In this manner, the potential buyer is incented to 
25 examine the other products to determine whether or not he or she may want to 
attempt to fill some of the remaining free space 927 of this particular container as 
represented by icon 91 1 in order to accelerate the shipment of product. 

In the view of Figure 31 A, the 531 piece pro tool kit has already been ordered by 
30 other buyers and represents twenty-six percent of the container space. In this 
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example, should the potential buyer elect to enter an order quantity at field 905 
and click on the ''add to order pad" icon 907, his or her potential order of the 531 
piece pro tool kit would be added to the iconographic representation of container 
number one. His or her order would reduce the total available free space 927. 
5 Additionally, his or her potential order would show up in portion 941 which is 
representative of the 531 piece pro tool kit which have already been ordered. His 
or her potential order would be coded yellow, surrounded by green, to indicate the 
amount entered on the order pad, its association to the potential buyer, and that it 
is for a product which has met production minimums. 

10 

Figure 31 B depicts another scenario in which two containers, named container 
H number one and container number two, are represented by icons 1001, 1003. 
S Container number one would be completely full if the potential purchaser places 

the order from his or her order pad. This can be visually understood since portion 

^JI5 1005 within icon 1001 representative of container number one is coded with the 

in 

12 color yellow, surrounded by green. This indicates that the order has not been 

s placed (and is merely being contemplated as part of an order on the order pad) for 

G 

s u an article for which production minimum has been met, indicated by the green 
! 4 i color surrounding the yellow color of portion 1005. It appears that, should this 
£320 order be placed, container number one will have three types of goods within it. 
These include a 135 piece tool set, a 531 piece pro tool, kit, and a utility cooler 
with radio. The prospective purchaser which has opened the order pad would be 
responsible for the majority of the utility cooler with radio product. This is 
indicated by the percentages carried in parenthesis next to the text which 
25 describes the product. In this particular instance, the parenthetical material reads: 
68%/62% OP. This means that the utility cooler with radio takes up (by either 
weight or volume) 68% of container number one. The potential purchaser would 
take up 62% of the container capacity with his or her order should he or she elect 
to place the order for the utility cooler with radio. The potential purchaser has no 
30 part of the order for the 135 piece tool set or the 531 piece pro tool kit as 
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indicated by the parenthetical material which reads respectively: (6%/0% OP) and 
(26%/0% OP). 

In Figure 31 B, container number two, which is represented by icon 1003, has a 
5 substantial amount of free space 1007 which is coded as being free space by 
being colored white. There are seven products which are currently scheduled for 
shipment in container number two. The potential buyer has utilized the order pad 
to potentially add the 121 piece drill & driver set to the seven other items. This 
would make up thirteen percent of the container space. This is indicated by 
10 portion 1009 which is colored yellow to indicate an association with an order pad, 
and surrounded by a green border to indicate that is for an item for which a 
u production minimum has been met. 

IN Should the potential buyer actually fill the order for the two items on the order 

m 

CJ5 pad, he or she would completely fill the remaining space available in container 
f 1 number one, and would contribute to filling thirteen percent of the space of 

s container number two. Other potential buyers would thereafter see container 

fife 

12 number one as being completely filled. This would be indicated by the coloration 
^ of the entire space within the outline of the rectangle which defines container 
C320 number with the color green. No portion would be shown in yellow to other 

potential purchasers once the order has been placed. The color yellow is only 

associated with a particular order pad for a particular potential purchaser. 

Likewise, portion 1009 of container number two would not be shown in yellow; 

instead, it would be shown in green to other potential buyers as filling that space. 
25 For the other potential buyers, their potential purchases from the order pad would 

be colored yellow to indicate their own personal impact upon the production 

and/or shipping of the product. 

In other words, each potential buyer has a private view of the aggregated data 
30 which includes potentially the item on his or her order pad as part of an order 
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which may be shipped in particular containers. No other buyer has access to this 
private view of the order pad. However, all buyers have a view of the 
"aggregated" confirmed orders. These are not identified to any particular 
individual, so privacy and commercial secrecy concerns are not raised. 

5 

Figure 31 C depicts an alternative scenario. This scenario differs from the previous 
scenarios in that there are number of containers which are "stacked" in this 
scenario. As discussed above and in the flowchart representation of the container 
builder software, a module in software exists for setting up a container definition 
10 array. This process is found at Figure 2 in blocks 575 through 601. As is shown 
in the view of Figure 31 C, containers one through four are in a "stacked" 
configuration. These are represented by rectangular icons 1021, 1023, 1025, and 
1027. The four containers are maintained in partially overlapping relationship to 
one another so that at least a portion of each container is visible. As is shown in 



u 

in 
in 

SJ15 this example, portions 1031, 1033, 1035, 1037 are maintained in a yellow color 



m 



rii 



to indicate that these items are from the potential purchaser's order pad and do 
not represent confirmed orders. As you can see, at least a portion of each 
container is visible to render visible the yellow portion as well as the surrounding 
green portion. This indicates that for the particular item, the copper patio torch 



B20 set, the production minimums have been met. 

The text portion 1041 associated with this order pad identifies the item ID number 
50401074: copper patio torch set. The parenthetical material provided next to the 
product name reads as follows: "4Cnts/88%OP." This indicates that, of the four 

25 containers, eighty-eight percent of the container capacity is going to be filled with 
the order that is being contemplated by the buyer. Additionally, in this example, 
the proposed order of copper patio torch sets extends into container number five 
which is identified by icon 1029 which is rectangular in shape and which includes 
portions 1039, 1045, and 1049. Portion 1039 is yellow. It is surrounded by a 

30 green border. This indicates that the production minimums have been met. Portion 
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1045 is also yellow, bordered with green; however, this is directed to a different 
product, namely 50401 056:conductors three piece lantern set. This is described 
by textual portion 1047. The parenthetical material carried next to the description 
reads as follows: "25%/25%OP." This means that this potential order represents 
5 twenty-five percent of the volume of container number five. The text portion 
1043 is provided for portion 1039. It identifies the product as the copper patio 
torch set. For container number five the parenthetical material reads: "39%/39% 
OP." This indicates that, for this container number five, the potential buyer would 
be filling thirty-nine percent of container number five with the copper patio torch 
10 set product. 

Figure 31 D depicts yet another alternative scenario. This scenario is similar to the 
scenario of Figure 31 C with one exception; namely, the potential order for the 
conductor three piece lantern set is depicted in icon 129 outlined in red. This 
indicates that this product has not yet met production run minimums. 
Accordingly, portions 1045 is completely surrounded in red and this should 
provide a clear indication to the potential buyer that, while he or she may desire to 
order this product, additional orders from him or her or third parties will be 
necessary before the production minimum is met. Once the production minimum 
is met, the red border for portion 1045 will be replaced with a green border to 
indicate that the production minimum numbers have been met. 

Figures 32A through 32D deal with requests for quotations. In accordance with 
the preferred embodiment of the present invention, the Internet commerce site 
25 includes a "request for quotation" function in which customers communicate 
through the trusted intermediary to factories regarding the manufacturing of 
potential products. In this way, those who buy the goods can make concrete and 
specific recommendations to the manufacturers in the form of a request for a 
quotation. The factories will evaluate the materials provided by the potential 
30 customer and determine whether or not they care to offer the goods having the 
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requested attributes. If the manufacturers desire to offer the goods, they will 
respond to the request for quotation with a specific quote which is then 
communicated back through the intermediary to at least the customer that made 
the request; additionally, in some circumstances, the request for quotation may be 
5 available to all potential buyers. In this way, the manufacturer does not have to 
"guess" about what product attributes are truly desired by its customers. The 
customers (which are typically retailers) have a better feel for what is actually 
selling at their retail establishments. Their "request for quotation" represents the 
passage of very important and valuable commercial information to the 
10 manufacturer. The manufacturer, especially one that is headquartered abroad, 
may have a hard time understanding a regional market, such as Europe or North 
u America. They may not know what products are desirable to the American and/or 
it European customers and thus unable to match product features to customer 
W desires. 

in 

?V Figure 32A is a depiction of an Internet Web page 1501 which provides summary 
s information concerning requests for quotations. As is shown, a plurality of active 
u regions 1503 are provided to allow the user to perform other operations unrelated 
!~{ to the request for quotation. These may include tracking recent orders, viewing or 
C320 editing shipping address information, editing a customer profile, changing a 
password, completing a credit application, or logging out. Still another block of 
active areas 1505 are provided which are specifically dedicated for the request for 
quotation function. For example, one active area may allow the user to "view 
factory offers in response to your RFQ's." Another active area may allow a user 
25 to "view all submitted RFQ's." Finally, another active area may allow a user to 
"submit a new RFQ." In the view of Figure 32 A, the user has selected to view 
"factory offers in response to your RFQ's. This is depicted by the text portion 
1507 which identifies three specific responses to pending RFQ's. Each of these is 
an active area and represents a link to another Web page which contains more 
30 detailed information. Below block 1507 two particular items have been "opened." 
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These include items 1509, 1511. Item 1509 relates to RFQ number two, while 
item number 151 1 relates to RFQ number nine. RFQ number nine is directed to a 
"10" wood working cabinet table saw." The pricing associated with this offer is a 
"factory offer/' which corresponds to the lowest price available for the goods, 
5 since production has not yet commenced. As is shown, the offer price for the 
product is $400.00. The offer, at this price, closes on 15 May 2001. The order 
minimum is 100 units. The projected arrival date is 17 June 2001. This 
information is presented to the individual or company that made the particular 
RFQ; it may also be made available to all other users of the Internet site. These 
10 users may then place their order at the "factory offer" price level before the offer 
closes on 15 May 2001. An additional block of information 1530 is provided 

O which allows the user to view all submitted RFQ's. In alternative embodiments, 
this can be restricted to the RFQ's associated with a particular user, or they could 

W represent RFQ's which are open to all users or to a particular group of users such 

ifll 5 as co-op members or managers of certain chains of stores. 

O Figure 32 represents an Internet page 1531 which may be utilized by the customer 
f : y to respond to the RFQ of item 1511 of Figure 32A. As is shown, the potential 
;t purchaser is responding to the RFQ for the 10" wood working cabinet table saw. 
fil20 The form includes RFQ item offer information 1530 and shipping information 
1560. The RFQ item offer information 1530 includes a number of data input 
boxes with headings. The item heading 1 533 is placed adjacent the description 
1535 of the item. The order quantity heading 1537 is associated with input box 
1539. A price heading 1541 is associated with price box 1543. The maximum 
25 order of quantity heading 1545 is associated with maximum order quantity box 
1547. The delivery date heading 1551 is associated with date boxes 1553. A 
comment region 1561 is provided. Shipping information 1560 includes earliest 
possible FOB delivery date fields 1563, FOB port 1565, offer expiration date 1567, 
and available terms of sale 1569. A finish button 1571 is provided which may be 
30 actuated when the fields are completed by the customer. 
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The process of generating an RFQ is depicted by Internet page 1601. This is 
generated by the potential purchaser. This Web page 1601 is essentially an 
electronic questionnaire which is generated and supplied by the trusted 
5 intermediary. The questionnaire will be fashioned for different types of goods. An 
inventory of questionnaires for a broad range of goods is generated and archived 
by the trusted intermediary. When a customer desires to submit an RFQ through 
the intermediary to the factories, he or she asks for the appropriate form, and the 
completes the form with the necessary information. In the example of Web page 
10 1601, an image of the article 1603 is provided. This may be scanned in if the 
potential buyer has built a prototype or has an example of how the product should 
M look. The fields include an RFQ number 1605 which is assigned by the 
intermediary. Additionally, it includes a category field which groups the RFQ into 
a certain category. In this instance, the category is ''power tools.' 7 Next, a field 
Hfl5 1609 is provided for the product name, and a field 1611 is provided for the 
product description. In this case, the product name and product description are 
^ the same. Fields 1613 are provided to solicit product package requirements from 
il the potential buyer. Fields 1615 and 1617 solicit package dimension information 
J~ 0 and package type information. Fields 1619 inquire about the primary material 
C320 requirements. In this case, the primary material is to be steel and the other 
materials are to be cast iron. Fields 1621 inquire about product requirements. The 
fasteners, finish, style, and material may be specified by the buyer to fastener-type 
field 1623, finish field 1625, style field 1627 and material field 1629. A 
construction method field 1631 is also provided. Required electrical information 
25 fields 1633 are provided to solicit power consumption information at power 
consumption field 1635, voltage information at voltage field 1637, frequency 
information at frequency field 1639, plug type information at plug type field 1641, 
and wire gauge information at wire gauge field 1643. The cost and shipping 
requirements fields 1645 are provided to inquire about required order quantity 
30 through the required order quantity field 1647, the required delivery date from the 
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required delivery date field 1649, a request expiration date from request expires 
field 1651, target unit cost information through target unit cost field 1653, an FOB 
port information from FOB port field 1655. When all the information is completed, 
the user clicks the "done" button 1 657 in order to submit electronically the RFQ 
5 through the trusted intermediary to one or more factories which are in a good 
position to respond to the RFQ. To some extent, the trusted intermediary will 
determine which particular factories are suitable for receipt of the RFQ. The 
intermediary will actually analyze and process the RFQ in order to intelligently 
match the RFQ with the one or more potential factories which could conceivably 
10 produce the goods under the requested constraints. 

u In accordance with the preferred implementation of the presentation invention, 
y most customers will be dealing with the factories through the trusted intermediary. 

LR In many cases, the customers will not have an opportunity to inspect the goods 

ifi 

;J5 to lower rate for delivery. Accordingly, in accordance with the present invention, a 

^ sample showroom is provided at particular locations which allows potential 

I customers to actually inspect the goods if that is a requirement before they place 
an order. In this situation, the customers would not be required to engage in 

Ft? overseas travel in order to visit the factory. It would merely go to a site under 

Us 

r?20 control of the trusted intermediary and inspect the goods at that location. This 
iy minimizes the time and costs associated with making buying decisions. As is 
shown in Figure 33A and 33B, a sample showroom may be provided for display of 
these articles. Web page 1701 represents an exemplary page which announces 
the availability of showroom space. Figure 33B is representative of a space 
25 reservation form in the form of Web page 1703. It includes an identification of 
items to be displayed, the monthly rental rates associated with the space, and 
generates a total cost for such display. 

Figure 34A depicts the aggregation of information from a plurality of potential 
30 buyers 2001, 2003, 2005, 2007. Each has access to data processing system 
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2009, 2011, 2013, 2015 which is communicatively coupled through an Internet 
connection to intermediary 2017. Intermediary is the trusted entity that is the so- 
called "market maker" in accordance with the present invention. This entity 
manages the relationship with the factories as well as with the buyers. As is 
shown, the interaction by potential customer 2001 through intermediary 2017 
results in the generation of confirmed orders 2019 as well as potential orders 
which are carried on work pad 2027. Likewise, potential customer 2003 interacts 
with his or her computer 2011 and intermediary 2017 to generate confirmed 
orders 2021 and potential orders 2029. Likewise, potential customer 2005 utilizes 
his or her compute 2013 to interact with intermediary 2017 to generate confirmed 
orders 2023 and potential orders which are carried on a work pad 2024. Potential 
customer 2007 interacts with his or her computer 2015 and intermediary 2017 to 
generate confirmed orders 2025 and potential orders which are carried on work 
pad 2031. 

Each of potential customers 2001, 2003, 2005, and 2007 generates his or her 
own personal and private views (shown as view one, view two, view three, and 
view n) which is formed in part from potential order information derived from his 
or her work pad alone, in combination with confirmed order information from all 
users which have been aggregated by intermediary 2017. For example, potential 
customer 2001 has access to view one which is composed of potential order 
information 2035 and confirmed order information 2037. The confirmed order 
information 2037 is generated from the information of confirmed orders 2019, 
2021, 2023, and 2025. In other words, view one is in part private, and in part 
public. The same is true for potential purchaser 2003. He or she has a personal 
and private view two which is composed in part of potential order information 
2039 and confirmed order information 2041 . The confirmed order information 
2041 is generated from all aggregated confirmed orders including confirmed orders 
2019, 2021, 2023 and 2025. The same is true for a potential customer 2005. He 
or she has a private view three which is composed in part by personal, private, 
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potential order information 2043 which is derived from his or her work pad 2024. 
Additionally however, the view three is composed in part from confirmed order 
information 2045 which is an aggregation of all confirmed order information 
including information from confirmed orders 2019, 2021, 2023, and 2025. 
5 Finally, potential customer 2007 has his or her own private view n which is 
composed in part from potential order information 2047 and confirmed order 
information 2049. The potential order information 2047 is derived from his or 
personal and private work pad 2031. The confirmed order information 2049 is 
aggregated from all other buyers and includes information from confirmed orders 
10 2019, 2021, 2023, and 2025. 

u The difference between a private view of data and a public view of data is 

f fa 

\i illustrated in graphical form in Figures 34B and 34C. Figure 34B represents a 

IR "private view" which is available to a particular potential purchaser, while Figure 

in 

y15 34C represents a "public view" which is representative of the data which is 
f: available to all potential purchasers. It is important to note that, in the preferred 
s embodiment of the present invention, each of these views includes a dominant 
12 feature, namely a two-dimensional rectangular icon which is representative of a 
j^f standardized shipping unit with a fixed volume and weight capacity utilized in 
1320 shipping. In the embodiment described herein, the standardized volume or 
shipment is a rectangular container. In alternative embodiments, the standardized 
volume may represent a smaller unit such as a pallet. In alternative 
implementations, a three-dimensional rendition of the space may be utilized instead 
of a two-dimensional rendition of space. As is shown in Figures 34B and 34C, the 
25 rectangular icon is defined by an X and Y axis. It is uniform in its shape. It is 
divided into parts which represent different products. These parts are color coded 
in order to provide additional information about the product, such as whether or 
not the product has met production minimums, as well as to identify the product 
as being part of a potential order associated with a particular work order pad. 

30 
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As is shown in Figure 34B, the container is divided into five parts, each 
corresponding to a different product. Parts 2051 , 2053, 2055 correspond to three 
different products. The productions minimums have been met for these products 
so these portions are colored green. Portion 1057 corresponds to a fourth 
5 product. It has a central portion which is colored yellow and it is bordered with 
green. In the scheme of the preferred embodiment, this corresponds to a product 
for which production minimums have been met, but for which no order has been 
confirmed by this particular buyer. Portion 1059 corresponds to yet another 
product. It includes a yellow central portion bordered by red. In the scheme of 
10 the preferred embodiment of the present invention, this corresponds to a product 
for which production minimums have not been met. Furthermore, no firm order 
u has been placed for this product. This is merely a potential order on a particular 
ifp buyer's work order pad. The view of 34B represents a private view which is 
W available to a particular buyer. This particular buyer has proposed the inclusion of 
Lff15 the product associated with portions 2057 and 2059. Textual portions 2071, 
2073, 2075, 2077, 2079 are provided to provide a textual description of the 
O products. 

ru 

*i Figure 34C is a "public view" of the same data. Notice that the private elements 
fll20 from the work order pad have been stripped out. Only the aggregated confirmed 
purchase order information is provided and visually summarized in this view. As is 
shown, the icon includes three portions which are coded green. These include 
portions 2051, 2053, 2055. A fourth portion 2061 is colored white which 
signifies, in the preferred embodiment, free space within a container. Text 
25 portions 2081, 2083, 2085 are provided to describe the three products which are 
scheduled to be shipped in this container. 

In comparing and contrasting these two views of Figures 34B and 34C, one can 
appreciate that a particular buyer will have a private view of the container which is 
30 affected by both the aggregated confirmed orders and the information contained 
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on his or her work order pad. This view is not available to another buyer. 
Another buyer would look at the same container and see the view of Figure 34C 
which would not include the information contained in the private work order pad 
of the other buyer. In a buying group, such as a cooperative, the software allows 
5 the blending or modification of these views; a group administrator is equipped with 
a control interface to allow the set up and control the views that are available to 
members of the group. 

Figure 34D illustrates another aspect of the present invention. The manufacturers 
10 such as factories one, two, three, and N each have access through their own data 

processing systems 2101, 2103, 2105, 2107, to intermediary 2017. Each of 
u factory one, factory two, factory three and factory N may generate a private view 
y 2121, 2123, 2125, 2127 which is based on confirmed order data only. The view 

y 

If! is private insofar as it provides information relating to that factory's products, but 

in 

^1 5 not to the products of other factories. 

IM 

e Figure 34E is a block diagram depiction of another implementation of the present 
tl invention. In this implementation, a plurality of factories F1, F2, F3 and F4 are 
rtf served by a plurality of ports including port X, port Y, and port Z. Additionally, a 
Q20 plurality of distribution centers D1, D2, and D4 are each associated with a 
particular geographic region including region one, region two, region three, region 
four. The distribution centers are serviced by a number of ports including port A, 
port B, and port C. In accordance with one embodiment of the present invention, 
a factory may be supported by one or more ports. This multiplicity is graphically 
25 depicted in the view of Figure 34E by the connections between the factories and 
the ports. For example, factory one is serviced by port X and port Y. Factory two 
is serviced by port X and port Y. Factory three is serviced by port Y and port Z. 
Factory four is serviced only by port Z. The same is true for distribution centers. 
Distribution center D1 is serviced only by port A. Distribution center D2 is serviced 
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by port A and port B. Distribution center D3 is serviced only by port B. 
Distribution center D4 is serviced by port B and port C. 
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A method of selling articles of manufacture, comprising: 

(a) providing an electronic communication system which is available to a 
plurality of potential purchasers of said articles of manufacture; 

(b) utilizing said electronic communication system to identify a plurality 
of articles of manufacture which are available for purchase by said 
plurality of potential purchasers; 

(c) utilizing said electronic communication system to offer said selected 
ones of said plurality of articles of manufacture for sale to said plurality 
of potential purchasers; 

(d) utilizing said electronic communication system to separately 
communicate with particular ones of said plurality of potential purchasers 
and to aggregate commercial commitments from said plurality of 
potential; and 

(e) utilizing said electronic communication system to present a 
graphical user interface to each of said plurality of potential purchasers 
which includes an iconographic representation of a combination of actual 
commitments of shipping resources and potential commitments of 
shipping resources. 



71 



